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 Prologue 
 
    I am neither a great lord nor even a noble, yet I count great lords and nobles as my friends, and I have been at the heart of great and momentous events. I was born to a sword for hire and a camp follower, but I moved in the highest of circles both Christian and Muslim. Despite that I never changed. Now I am in my twilight years I wish to record the events of the past. I still have two of the servants who followed me when I served El Cid in those glorious days after Graus and they are able jog my memory when something slips from my grasp. This tower in which I write down my fading memories is comforting with its solid walls and the sentries who patrol the fighting platform; I had built well. When I served Rodrigo de Vivar, El Campeador, we did not always have such comforting protection. The good quill with which I make my spidery scratchings is loaded with ink and I am ready to write once more. Who would have thought that the son of a mercenary who grew up illiterate would be able to write down the story of El Cid? I had much to be grateful to the greatest knight in Christendom. 
 
    When Prince Sancho and El Campeador, the man the Moors came to call El Cid, won the battle of Graus and killed King Ramiro of Aragon then the future of Spain changed irrevocably and there would be no going back. Of course, we did not know so at the time. We were warriors and just happy that we had won and we were alive. The retribution we extracted meant that all, even Iago, Juan and Pedro, the swords for hire who followed my banner, were rich and I headed back to the manor I had recently bought, satisfied and in good spirits. Briviesca did not make me a knight but it gave me a home and it gave my foster mother, Maria, and my shield brothers a home and I loved it.  
 
    I had been wounded at Graus and my collar bone had been broken. Such a wound was not incapacitating but it hurt and that made me bad-tempered. I had to ride home with my arm bandaged and I felt it and the grating pain each time the healing bone was jolted on the road. It was more than just the pain for in those days warriors bore pain and did not complain. It was the fact that my arm was in a sling and men constantly asked me what was wrong. I hated that! I wanted to be alone with my wound and to think of the battle we had just fought and the future which lay ahead of me. My men were in high spirits for Iago had killed the King of Aragon and Prince Sancho and the Emir of Zaragoza had rewarded him especially well. As we had ridden home, I had asked him if he wished a place of his own for he was a rich man. His answer had surprised me. 
 
    “Will, you are a good luck charm. I would not have had this reward if you had left us with Don Diego. For good or ill our lives are bound with yours and we are all happy to follow you. I may take a wife and I may buy a home, but I will not leave your service for to do so would upset the natural balance. Just as you follow El Campeador, so we follow you.” He had shrugged, “I can explain my decision no better.” 
 
    My Norse ancestors helped me to understand his answer for they believed in fate and the bond which lay hidden, but which tied warriors together tightly and I was glad. Maria, my foster mother, was pleased to see me home and she fussed over me until my shoulder was healed. To be truthful the wound helped me to plan my gyrus and training camp all the better. Prince Sancho had asked me to train a band of warriors whom he would hire when he needed to go to war. It was a new concept and I was happy to oblige for I enjoyed working with and developing young warriors. While my wound healed I was able to oversee the completion of my training ring, my gyrus and to use my newfound wealth to make my home better and stronger. The result was that in the year after Graus, I did not see much of Rodrigo Díaz de Vivar, El Cid and El Campeador but that was because I was too busy obeying the orders of Prince Sancho of Castile. He was ambitious and saw himself as the King of a Christian Spain. He needed me and he needed the warriors I would train. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 1 
 
    My wound had meant that, when we first arrived back at my mountain lair, I could do little lifting. Maria, my foster mother, thought that this was a good thing as, even without the spurs, I was Lord of Briviesca and should not labour like the others. However, that was not my way and I knew that as soon as the bones had knitted, I would begin to work with the others for I was a warrior and I needed a strong body. The fact that I could not use my body forced me to use my mind. I had a gyrus to build and having seen the one at Lion’s Den I had a model in my head. I also knew that while we were at peace with Navarre, Bureba was a stronghold of the Navarrese and lay just five miles up the road. We needed strong defences too! Briviesca was smaller than Prince Sancho’s estate and the rocky nature of my home meant that the training circle I would build had to be smaller. I was glad when the hair which had burned at the battle of Graus began to grow again. My wound was invisible, but my burned beard, eyebrows and hair had upset Maria. 
 
    As my men began to labour, one of the young men I had hired to help Maria, Sebastian, asked why we were wasting time on such an enclosure which took up a piece of flat land which could have been cultivated. I took the time to explain for he was a new man and did not know me yet. 
 
    “I am no farmer, Sebastian, I am a warrior and I train others to fight. This will become the home of young men who wish to fight and to follow my banner and that of Prince Sancho when we go to war.” 
 
    “I can see that, lord, but we could use this land for winter vegetables!” 
 
    “True, but if we are raided, in summer or winter, we have here within our strong walls, a place where we can keep our animals and protect them.” 
 
    The cattle raids from Navarre were a constant threat and, coming from farming stock himself, he could understand that. He returned to his work cheerfully. 
 
    In my hall we all ate together; I neither knew nor wanted any other way. Maria had wondered, as I was used to dining with El Campeador and other nobles, if I wished to eat separately from the servants. I knew that she would prefer to eat together and when I had been in Graus that had been the arrangement. I did not change it for I was comfortable eating with all of the people of my manor. The main difference was that I usually sat at one end with Iago, Juan, Pedro, Abu and Geoffrey while the women sat at the far end around Maria. It meant that the conversations never overlapped for we spoke of war, Prince Sancho, Rodrigo and the royal family, while they spoke of more domestic matters. 
 
    We had been home for four months and my wound was healing well when a rider dropped a letter off for me. It was unusual for any to write to me as I had only learned to read a year or so earlier. No one else on the estate could read either for I had yet to find a priest. It was not an unnecessary expense for priests tended to have knowledge of healing and when I began training men then there would be injuries and wounds. Maria asked if I would open and read the letter while we ate. I was not sure if that was a good idea but they all seemed so excited about the reading of a letter that I acceded to their request. In truth, I was also excited as, when I had turned it over, I had recognised the seal of Rodrigo Díaz de Vivar, El Campeador. 
 
    Seated at the head of the table I took the jewelled dagger which Iago had given to me when I had left Vivar to begin my life with Prince Sancho. That seemed the event of a lifetime ago. There was a hushed air of expectancy as every eye was upon me and all listened for the crack as the wax seal was broken by the razor-sharp blade. I recognised Rodrigo’s hand. I could barely write, and I envied him the flowing strokes which mirrored his own elegant swordplay. I suppose that reflected my style of fighting for I battered my enemies into submission, much as I butchered the quill nib on the parchment. I could read much better now and I quickly scanned it to see if the content was suitable for my audience. It was and so I read aloud. 
 
    My Most Loyal Friend, William, 
 
    I hope that you are well and recovered from your wound which was most honourably earned. Know you that both you and your shield brothers’ names are spoken by all those here at Prince Sancho’s court with honour and respect. Don Iago, Álvar and the others send their best wishes to you and the other heroes of Graus. 
 
    For my part Álvar and I continue to train our knights as you trained me and both Prince Sancho and his father, King Ferdinand, are pleased with the progress we have made. 
 
    To that end, you and your shield brothers are invited to Lion’s Den for, whilst we know that you will not have had the time to train men to follow your banner, the Prince has need of you and your men. More, I have need of you for war comes and I need the mail in human form that is William Redbeard, the Hero of Salamanca. Make all speed to come to my side and be prepared for war. 
 
    Your friend, 
 
    Rodrigo de Vivar. 
 
    There were differing reactions at the two ends of the table. Iago and my men were delighted as it meant more booty while Maria and the ladies were dismayed. The two young female servants, Anna and Isabella whom I had engaged, had taken a shine to Iago and Geoffrey. Maria had hopes of marriages and, perhaps, children for she was not only like a mother to me but also to Anna and Isabella who had followed her from Vivar. She, of all people, knew the dangers of war for it had taken Alfonso my foster father, the only man Maria had known, and left her without the love of her life and any children. We were her children. She had to know that this was what we did and the four months of peace we had had were a luxury. The remainder of the meal was spent in speculation amongst my men as to the destination. For me it was irrelevant, and I was thinking of what we would need to do. Geoffrey had begged to be trained as a warrior so that he could not only watch our horses but also protect them and he was now able to do so. He had mail and a short sword. Abu, who was my one-armed translator, could also fight. We would not be travelling light as all of my men had two horses whilst I had three. Copper was the horse I would ride on the road while Berber and Killer would be the two horses I would ride to war. Each had different skills and the choice of animal would depend upon the circumstances.  
 
    After the table had been cleared, I sat alone before the fire for it was cold at night in the mountains north of Burgos. Iago and Geoffrey had sloped off with Anna and Isabella while the rest of my men had gone to prepare our war gear. Maria brought me a goblet of the especially strong wine we drank after a meal. It was too strong to drink during a meal but it helped me fall asleep and seemed to aid my digestion. She handed me the goblet and sat in the other chair. I knew she wished to talk and I said nothing but waited for her to begin. I drank from the goblet which was one of my finest. I would have been happy with pewter, but she thought that the Lord of Briviesca deserved better. I sipped the wine which always seemed to warm me from within and I waited for her to speak. 
 
    “I know that war is your profession, William, and I know from Iago of your skill but I thought that when we came here you would just train warriors.” 
 
    I nodded, “And the purpose of the warriors I would train is to fight for Prince Sancho.” 
 
    “But each time you go to war then you are hurt! What if you are maimed, like Abu?” 
 
    “Then, dear Maria, foster mother, you would have your dearest wish for I would not be able to go to war. Abu only comes with me because he insists so you see, your fears are groundless. If I am maimed, I will stay here and become a fat old landowner like the Lord of Bureda.” 
 
    “And if you were killed?” 
 
    “Then all of this would be yours!” 
 
    She shook her head, “And I would swap it all for you whole and me living in poverty!” 
 
    “And you know that we can never go back. Ask yourself what Alfonso would have said. What would my father, whom you knew better than I, have said?” 
 
    I had her there and, defeated, she shook her head and rose, “The same as you! Men!” She came over and kissed me on the forehead, “You take care of yourself and your men, Will, for Anna and Isabella have set their eyes on Iago and Geoffrey. Iago is not a young man and deserves happiness.” 
 
    “I know, mother, I know, and I have told him that he can have his own farm and retire for he has done all that is expected of him. One day he will but, for now, he still wishes to go to war.” 
 
    Left alone I contemplated her words. She was right and I had a great responsibility. A man could not and should not run from his responsibilities, no matter how much he wished it so. 
 
    Lion’s Den had changed little since I had left it to fight the King of Aragon. The main difference was that it was Rodrigo and Álvar who now trained the sons of nobles flocking there to be trained by the warrior known throughout Spain as El Campeador! I took pride in that for I had trained him first! We finally reached León in the late afternoon and it says much about Rodrigo and his strict regime that the young warriors were only just leaving the gyrus. Rodrigo and Álvar, his cousin and closest friend, were watching them leave and saw us arrive. They rushed to greet us for my men and I had been with Rodrigo since he had been a child. We were, now, his family. 
 
    “You came promptly!” 
 
    I nodded as I clasped Rodrigo’s arm, “You asked me to hurry and I came. I am sorry I have not had time to begin recruiting the men I promised the Prince.” 
 
    He shook his head, “You were wounded and, as I am discovering, it takes time to find and to mould the raw clay into fine pots. Fire them too quickly and they will break and shatter!” 
 
    Álvar nodded, “Besides, it is you and your men that we need for the King goes to take Coimbra and the warriors there will remember you on the walls of Salamanca. El Campeador has a well-deserved reputation but the hero of Salamanca is no less famous in the most western of the taifa. King Ferdinand is no fool and he knows the value of a name. The Emir of Zaragoza never ceases of singing your praises and those of Iago, the king slayer.” 
 
    Iago shook his head, “Do not remind me, lord, I still wake up wondering what riches and ransom I might have received if I had merely captured him.” 
 
    I shook my head, “You were well rewarded! That was a groaning chest you were given.” 
 
    He grinned, “I know, Will, but I can think of what might have been!” 
 
    Rodrigo asked me, “And how is the wound?” 
 
    “The Emir’s healer was a good man. He not only eased my pain with draughts and potions he also told me how to make myself stronger. He advised me to build up my shoulder muscles to help make my body more resilient to such wounds. I have worked hard at the pel for the past two months and I feel more powerful than ever.” 
 
    Iago nodded, “As my shield brothers and I can testify for he can almost break a man’s arm with a single blow now!” 
 
    “Good, for I will need my right hand soon!” 
 
    I did not stay with my warriors as I was housed with the knights. It felt strange to be parted from Iago and the others but they were quite happy to do so. I knew why. They were in the hall with the young nobles and the rich young men would have full purses and Iago, Juan and Pedro knew many games which would relieve them of some of their money. It would be part of their learning process. I had brought with me the silken garment which Prince Sancho had given to me for saving his life at the battle of Atapuerca. Hitherto, I had found little opportunity to wear it and now seemed appropriate. When I entered the dining hall, a little late for I was unused to dressing formally, I was applauded and cheered which made me colour. I did not think I had done anything special but Rodrigo told me that I was held in high esteem by all of the knights. Don Iago of Astorga and the other young knights who had followed me at Salamanca would never forget what I had done that day for it had earned them their spurs. I had trained many of them and they respected me. 
 
    The talk around the table was, inevitably, of war and the coming campaign. Our scouring of the land south of Coimbra had made Coimbra weaker and King Ferdinand had decided the time was ripe, with the north and east of his lands secured, to make the south and west equally secure. He wanted taifa tribute from Badajoz for a full treasury was power in the land of al-Andalus. We would not try to take the whole taifa but if we could make the border the River Mondego then we could, eventually, take Badajoz. I did not relish a siege for Salamanca, whilst it had made my name, it had also cost me the lives of two of the warriors who had been responsible for making me the Hero of Salamanca, Alfonso and Ramon. I knew the dangers better than anyone. 
 
    Rodrigo had not been idle since Graus and he had read of methods used by the Romans to reduce fortresses. “Climbing ladders is wasteful. We should build mobile towers which can be pushed into place next to the walls. That way knights can climb inside, safe from arrows and spears. The platform at the top will allow four or five men across the battlements and, as you have shown us, Will, four or five men who protect each other are a formidable force. If we have six such towers and we mine beneath the walls then I think that we can take the fortress with little loss of life. We spend too long training young warriors to have them perish in their first battle!” 
 
    That was Rodrigo, whilst I never stopped training, he not only did not stop training he never stopped working to become better at his job. He was the mastermind behind the prince and his ambitions. It also paid dividends for, as I look back, I cannot think of a single battle which he lost when he led! 
 
    As I had learned when we had fought Toledo, it takes a long time to assemble a huge army. The main difference, this time, was that the four of us had nothing to do but ride behind and guard the banner of El Campeador. As the acknowledged champion of Castile that afforded us other benefits too. We would have our servants, horses and baggage with those of the royal family. It was not unusual to have a raid on a baggage train but the royal baggage was always the best guarded. We rode at the head of the long metal snake behind light horsemen who were chosen because they knew the land through which we would be travelling. Don Raimundo of Porto would be meeting us at Porto and this time he and all of the local lords would be joining us. The last time had seen just a handful of his men and those of Don Luis of Sangalhos accompany our chevauchée. This time we meant business and it showed. 
 
    The lessons of the advance to Toledo had been learned too and outriders guarded our flanks once we cross the Douro river. Inevitably the Muslims would know that we were coming and would prepare for a siege. Those who were not necessary for the defence of the town would be sent to strongholds further south while supplies would be laid in. The summer campaign season meant that there would be little around Coimbra for us to forage and that was why Rodrigo had come up with the idea of a second chevauchée while the siege towers were being built. He and Prince Sancho had devised the strategy and we all thought that it would work. It would be Prince Sancho’s knights and the men of Sangalhos, led by Rodrigo, who would raid. 
 
    Once we reached the fortress King Ferdinand asked for its surrender and, of course, they refused. It was a formality, but the offer had to be made for we were Christians and we were showing the Muslims that we were civilised. The entrenchments were begun, and they would go from the Mondego river to the west of Coimbra’s walls to the same river on the eastern side. Of course, they still had a bridge and that could be used to reinforce the garrison. Once the ditches had been dug then work began on the towers while King Ferdinand had men build rafts which were filled with kindling and inflammable material. They were lit and sent downstream. Our bows and crossbows prevented the defenders from dousing the flames and soon the bridge was an inferno. The next morning, as we prepared to raid, all that remained of the bridge were smoking timbers and the stone abutments sticking up from the river. The fortress was now cut off from reinforcements while our horses meant we could range up and down the river and ford at will. 
 
    Leaving our spare horses and war gear at the camp we headed to the river crossing we had used the last time we had raided. This time we were led by Rodrigo rather than Prince Sancho and it showed in our approach. We camped less than five miles from the bridge and he sent in some of Don Luis’ men to, not only secure the bridge, but also to ensure that no riders left the town. The attack on Coimbra would have drawn the attention of every Moor in the taifa of Badajoz to the fortress and he did not want word of our raid to leak out until we had made our first attack and he intended to ride hard for Corisco on the Zezere river. There was a bridge there and he intended to destroy it and that would allow us free rein to raid and plunder between the two rivers. 
 
    This time Rodrigo himself was the van and he rode Babieca ahead of all but Álvar along the old Roman roads of Lusitania. He trusted his own eyes more than any scout. We did not carry spears for they would encumber us and, instead, we just had swords. I was close behind Rodrigo and his cousin so that I saw all that he did but a heartbeat after him. I know from our many conversations that he always felt more confident with my men and I riding behind him as he knew that whatever danger came, we would react in the right way. We saw no riders but, as we galloped through some of the larger villages, we saw men who wisely decided to hide until we had passed. In that way, we achieved complete surprise as no one was able to send word ahead of us. The first the Moors knew was as we galloped through their thoroughfares. We had had a hard ride with just three stops for water and food as we approached the small settlement that was Corisco. The bridge was a small one and, as we approached it, Rodrigo commented that it looked to have been a rebuilt Roman one. As with all such undertakings it was not as good as the original had been. 
 
    He reined in at the northern end of the bridge. All of our horses were the worse for wear and I knew that we could go no further that night. While Álvar and half of the men secured the village and others found wood and kindling, Rodrigo led the four of us to examine the bridge. There were stone footings, but the rest was made of wood and it had become bone dry in the summer heat. He turned to Don Iago of Astorga, “Have the kindling placed on top of the bridge and light it from the southern end.” 
 
    “Aye, lord.” 
 
    As the reliable knight began to shout out orders Rodrigo and I took off our helmets and slipped our coifs over our backs. It was a relief for the heavy metal and the heat made it tiring to wear them especially as we had not needed them. Of course, we could not take a chance that we would not need them for we were in a taifa state. 
 
    He turned to Álvar and me, “So far the plan is working.” 
 
    As Álvar nodded his agreement, the first flames leapt up from the kindling. I pointed, “That will tell them quicker than any rider that we are abroad and that the river here can be forded.” 
 
    “True but we need to battle them in any case. Let us see if they are confident enough to take us here. We need to rest for the night and in the morning I will send Don Luis’ men to scout out another juicy target. I intend to leave ten knights here.” 
 
    Álvar shook his head, “They will not like that.” The knights who followed El Campeador were keen to fight behind the hero of Graus. 
 
    “They will obey, and I will rotate them for the last thing I wish is to be caught here in an ambush. The ten knights can be our early warning against men fording here.” 
 
    We secured the settlement and slaughtered some of their sheep for our food. We would not take all of their animals, but they would go hungry in the winter. That was the purpose of the raid, to tell them that they were better off under the protection of King Ferdinand than their emir, al-Aftas. I had been away from Rodrigo for more than four months and I saw now that our paths had diverged slightly. His reading and his incredibly quick mind had devised plans and strategies which were breath-taking. The difference between us was clearly visible. After we had eaten, he sat with his knights and they discussed strategy. I sat with my handful of men and we discussed what we had managed to take from the village. The truth was very little. 
 
    Iago was philosophical about it all. “We will take more when we meet their warriors and, of course, when we defeat them and take their tribute, we shall all be richer.” 
 
    I said nothing but Juan shook his head, “You are remarkably confident for a man who, a year ago, had not two coins to rub together.” 
 
    Iago nodded towards me, “And then Will Redbeard and Don Rodrigo returned to our lives and with it our fortunes improved. Who knows, I may soon have enough to marry.” 
 
    That attracted all of our attention for although we knew that he and Anna were close I had thought it more of a dalliance than anything else but then I remembered Maria’s words. “You do not need to have more money to marry, Iago. You are rich enough and I do not mind if Anna ceases to be a servant for I can always hire another.” 
 
    Geoffrey also wished to be wed and he asked, “Does that mean I could marry Isabella?” 
 
    “Of course, and you need not come to war with us. Abu here could look after our horses.” 
 
    “No, lord, I am of this company and I will continue to ride with you. A man does not desert his brothers, especially not over a woman.” 
 
    I was pleased with his answer for my handful of men had bonded well and done so very quickly. Apart from the colour of his skin and his one arm, Abu was no different from any of them and they bantered and joked with each other despite the apparent gulf in their beliefs. As we rode, the next day, towards the small town which Don Luis’ men had found, I felt much happier about our prospects. Rodrigo had his cadre of warriors who followed him and, on a much smaller scale, I had mine, too. 
 
    I asked Abu about the people whose lives we had disrupted, “How will they view us, Abu?” 
 
    He nodded, “I know why you ask, lord, and it is not an easy question to answer. No man likes to have food taken from his table and for his children to go hungry. They will not be happy but as El Campeador has left them some food to tide them over they will not resent us as much as they might. They have their lives and some food. Don Rodrigo is a clever man and a wise man. He took just enough animals to feed us and no more. The people will complain to their lord when we have gone and hope for better protection.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I had asked the question as I wished confirmation of that which I already believed. I knew that if others had led this chevauchée then there would have been a great slaughter of both men and animals. That was not Rodrigo’s way for he saw that, in the long run, it would not benefit us. He was unique amongst the Christian knights. 
 
    Don Luis’ men arrived back at the third hour of the day. Downstream there was another, smaller river, the Alge, which fed into the Zezere. A little way north lay a small town, without a wall but with a tower. It was a target. We left ten unhappy knights guarding the crossing and then headed along the river for the ten-mile ride. We did not slow as we approached the town but we thundered in on horses well refreshed after a night’s rest. The horn on the tower sounded the alarm and some people escaped to the tower but not many. A few desultory arrows were sent in our direction, but they did no harm for we wore mail and our horses each wore the tijfaf and they suffered no hurt. Once again, we took what we needed for food and headed back to Corisco.  
 
    We left the next morning and headed north and east. Rodrigo was making the people of Badajoz taifa believe that we were a larger force than we really were. We moved quickly from place to place. We killed fewer than a handful of men in each place but word would have leaked back to the city of Badajoz and the Emir there. He would know that Coimbra was besieged but our attacks might make him think that this was a larger invasion rather than the diversion it was. We were giving the Prince the time to build the towers. We spent six days raiding the land. We ate well and we lost neither man nor horse. We did not slaughter those we found but we did begin to draw the Emir’s men towards the northeast of the taifa. It was as we were heading home and approaching the bridge at Penacova that we saw signs of pursuit.  
 
    Once Rodrigo discovered that the Moors were following us and that they were there in numbers he had two choices: fight or run. I think that if we had lost numbers of men then he would have run but the foray had helped to tone up the men and honed them. This would be an opportunity to show their skill. 
 
    The road to Penacova and its vital bridge followed the river along the slope of a heavily forested valley side. As with all such forests, the trees grew the thickest next to the road where they received the maximum sunlight. Further in the forest, trees fought each other for light and the strongest survived. It meant that there was little undergrowth further in and there was space for horses between the trees. After sending the servants and the baggage along the road to Penacova he led us into the forest and placed us in a long line which was hidden from the road. He and the men who followed him anchored the western end for the bridge was to the east, and Don Juan of Burgos held the eastern end, closer to the bridge. Rodrigo now had a young would-be warrior, Diego, who carried the horn and it was he who would sound it for the attack. We were far enough back from the eaves of the forest to be hidden. I was not as confident as Rodrigo, but I knew that as the Moors headed along the road, they would be looking ahead to the bridge for signs of us. Rodrigo had only led us into the forest once the road had turned from the north to the east. They would see, ahead of them, the servants, the horses and the baggage. They would look temptingly close and invite a speedy attack. I hoped that Geoffrey and Abu were amongst other servants who would fight as hard as they would. 
 
    The fact that we would use swords and not spears would help us. Spears were hard to use in the confines of a wood. In addition, we would be attacking the right side of the column of Moors who followed us and that meant our swords would not have to deal with the enemy shields. We had the chance to disarm them. With surprise and our charging warhorses, we could disrupt their column. What we did not know was the make-up of the column but all of us assumed that, at the fore, where Don Juan of Burgos would attack, would be the horse archers. The middle, where Iago of Astorga would lead the attack, would have the leader of the column and his bodyguard. They would have the harder task but Rodrigo had placed us in the greatest danger for we would be attacking deep in the heart of their formation and we risked becoming surrounded. 
 
    We heard the jingle of horse furniture and the chatter of horse archers as they trotted past. I saw that the archers each had an arrow nocked. If they stared to their right then they might see us but they were already seeking a target ahead. Their eyes were on the bridge and the rest would assume that, as they were not attacked then the road was safe. They would discover their error soon enough. Rodrigo used his clever mind to estimate when the horse archers were close to Don Juan. He was helped by the fact that the column began to move faster as the archers closed with our servants. 
 
    “Now, Diego, sound the horn, and when you have sounded it stay close to Juan and Pedro!” Thus warned the youngest warrior we had with us sounded the horn and I dug my heels into Berber’s flanks.  
 
    I leaned forward and held my shield before me to protect Berber and me from the worst of the foliage through which we would have to pass. My sword was slightly behind me so that it would not catch on the branches. Rodrigo and I rode the same way and that was not a surprise for I had taught him most of what he knew. The road was just five paces from the edge of the forest and as we burst out, I saw that we had taken them completely by surprise. True, the horn had told them of danger, but a forest does strange things to noise and they knew not whence came the attack. The Berbers we struck had not even had time to draw their swords and their shields were on the wrong side. I had to rein in Berber for there was a solid line of horses and men before me. I brought my sword above my head and swung it down diagonally across the Moor before me. The blade bit into his shoulder and neck, slicing through the mail as though it was not even there. He involuntarily jerked his hands to the left and dragged his horse across the next three warriors. I kicked hard and Berber burst through the gap. My right hand was not idle and I swept it across the back of the warrior to my right who was trying to fend off Juan. His back arched and I swung Berber around. I was able to watch Rodrigo as he and Álvar hacked and slashed through the Moors. Not as strong as me, Rodrigo had greater skill with a sword and he used the razor-sharp edge of Tizona to slice through the Moors as though they were made of butter. 
 
    As I turned to face west, I saw that Rodrigo and Álvar had managed to completely sever the Moorish line. Diego was tucked in behind them, the horn held tightly in his hand, ready to be used. He had ignored Rodrigo’s command to stay close to Juan and Pedro. While I had taken out two men with my attack the two of them had accounted for six men. I urged Berber to get to their side for they faced the bulk of the Moorish warriors. I shouted, “Iago, to me!” There were just five men between Rodrigo and me. The Moors were shocked and demoralised for they had seen at least ten of those around them die. An eleventh joined them as I swung my father’s sword above the Moorish shield and across the throat of the next warrior. Iago’s mighty sword split the head of another as Pedro accounted for a third and the last two leapt their horses into the river to escape what they saw as certain death. I saw other Moors and their horses in the river. Some had jumped and some had fallen. I did not look behind me, but I had no doubt that Don Juan and the rest of the knights had won the battle there. We now had to extract El Campeador from the Moors who were trying to get at him. 
 
    As I nudged my horse next to Rodrigo, Iago did the same to Álvar and it meant that we had four men blocking the road. Rodrigo could not now be outflanked, and I saw that I had arrived just in time for his shield was badly cut about and his jubbah showed where blades had ripped it. The huge mailed Moor he faced had begun his swing at Rodrigo’s already damaged shield just as I arrived and I was able to block it with my own shield. My exercises had strengthened not only my shoulders but my left arm too. In addition, my shield was now covered in the metal recovered from arrows sent at me in the battle of Graus. I quite like the irony of the fact that a weapon sent to kill me now afforded me protection. The warrior was taken by surprise when his long sword jarred against my shield and even more surprised when I stood in my stirrups and brought my sword over my head. He blocked it with his shield, but I rained blow after blow upon it with such force that he could not control his horse. When Berber bit at it the horse turned and fled into the forest. As he did so Juan joined me, and we now had the road completely blocked.  
 
    I expected Rodrigo to order Diego to sound the fall back but he surprised me when he shouted, “Diego, sound form up. Let us see if we can charge them!” 
 
    I wondered at the command and then, as there was no warrior immediately before me, I was able to see that we had hurt their best warriors and Rodrigo and Álvar had cleared all before them. The Moors were also reforming and a sudden charge might win the day. As Diego sounded the horn I glanced over my shoulder. More of our knights were coming to join us and I saw Moors fleeing into the forest. The last notes faded. 
 
    “Diego! Sound the charge! Stay behind Juan and this time obey my command!” 
 
    As the horn sounded, Rodrigo spurred Babieca. The grey was the best horse in the whole company, and he leapt forward. Berber and Ajax, who was Álvar’s horse, stayed as close as they could manage. It proved too much for the Moors. Even as the three of us swung our swords to hack into the three hapless warriors who had not yet rejoined their ranks, their leader had decided that they had had enough, and he sounded the retreat. We rode just one hundred paces down the road before Rodrigo sounded the recall; he was not a fool and knew that we had a victory. If we pursued them then we might lose reckless men. We had won and the Emir would be stirred to anger when he heard that his relief column had been routed. Now he would not know the true numbers who had invaded his land for men who have fled a battle always exaggerate and I had no doubt that our three hundred knights would have become a thousand to justify the flight of the men we had routed. 
 
    It took time to clear the battlefield. The enemy dead were stripped of their mail and weapons and their bodies flung into the river. When the bodies reached Figueira da Foz then they would know of the disaster upstream. The horses were taken back, and we used them to carry our own dead whom we would bury in the Christian cemetery of Penacova. It was dark by the time we reached the town, but we buried them before we ate. Our dead deserved respect! 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    Despite the fact that we had been away on our raid for some days the siege towers were still incomplete. We discovered from Don Raoul, who had stayed with the Prince, that there had been problems sourcing the timber and King Ferdinand insisted upon a ditch which completely encircled Coimbra. He did not want a repeat of Magerit, and Rodrigo approved for we had almost been undone at Magerit. However, I noticed that some of those close to the King and the Prince wondered at the power such a young knight as Rodrigo wielded. It was a warning for the future. 
 
    We had collected animals on our way west and we had enough food for a month at least. The problem would be grazing for so many horses. We would either have to fetch in wagon loads of fodder every day or take our herds further afield to forage. Neither was acceptable as they both necessitated taking men from the siege. Our horses began to weaken a little more each day as they ate short rations. 
 
    Three days after our return the towers were finally completed. There were eight of them and in compliance with the systems we had set in place at Salamanca and Magerit, two were allocated to each of the King and his sons. As well as his knights, Prince Sancho had brought over a thousand men at arms, archers, crossbowmen and others who owed him service. In addition to the men brought by the four royals, there were more than a thousand men who lived close to Porto and Sangalhos. The Lord of Porto would act as a reserve for any whose tower looked like they were suffering too much damage. The assault would be made by knights and the rest would attack the walls and prevent any sortie or attempt to damage the towers. 
 
    This time the council of war involved the royal family along with Rodrigo. I was, naturally, excluded for I was a sword for hire. When he returned, he explained my exclusion. “It is Prince Alfonso, Will, there is no easy way to tell you but he does not like you. Know that his armiger is now Don Garcia Ordóñez de Nájera and you might understand.” He smiled, “If I am to be honest Prince Alfonso does not like me over much either and resents the fact that I hold such sway over his father and his brother. So long as King Ferdinand and Prince Sancho command then I am secure.” 
 
    It all became clear. When Rodrigo and Álvar had first begun their training, we had been with Prince Sancho at Pamplona and there I had been involved in a fracas with the men who served his cousin Don Gonzalo. One had died but not at my hands. The knight and his men had been sent in disgrace from Pamplona. I had had little to do with them since but when I had seen them, they had made threats against me. It seemed those threats were echoed by their master’s family. So, we had enemies before us and, in my case, enemies within. 
 
    Prince Sancho was aware of the disagreement and when he left the tent to speak with Rodrigo, he took the time to explain to me that this was the politics of princes. “My brother and I disagree over the way the war against the Moor is fought. We both believe we are right and, as we keep winning on the advice I give to my father, then all is well.” 
 
    “It is no matter, Prince Sancho, although had I listened in Pamplona and been less generous then the five men would all have been hanged and I would not have to watch over my shoulder.” 
 
    The Prince left us to speak privately with Rodrigo and Iago said, “We can deal with them if you like, Will.” 
 
    I shook my head, “No, for I would not cause discord in the ranks of the King’s army. If there is to be trouble then let them be the instigators of it.” I smiled at Rodrigo who came back from the Prince, “So, what is our role?” 
 
    “This time the Prince wishes to be the first up one of the towers.” My face showed my surprise. He shrugged, “When we climbed Salamanca’s walls the two of us achieved great glory. Although a tower is safer, he sees it as an opportunity to show his brothers that he is a warrior and worthy to lead his father’s army.” 
 
    I shook my head, “Foolish!” 
 
    “Yes, Will, but best not let the Prince hear those words. He would have me lead the attack up one tower with the younger knights while he and Don Raoul lead the more experienced ones up the other. As he said, this is the politics of princes.” 
 
    “That is asking much of Don Raoul. Since his combat with you, he is less keen on being a knight and harbours ambitions to have a family.” 
 
    “How do you know, Will?” 
 
    “We spoke at Graus. He will fight and do all that the Prince asks but we both know that any distraction, especially in a knight’s mind, can be fatal.” 
 
    Rodrigo nodded, “Then I will have Don Iago of Astorga follow him up the ladder and guard his right side. I would not have Don Raoul fall.” 
 
    “And our tower?” 
 
    Álvar, myself, Carlos and you, Will, will be the first across the battlements.” He smiled at his cousin, “I would not deprive Minaya of the opportunity to be the first across, but I pray you, Will, no berserk attacks. You survived one but I fear another might kill you.” 
 
    They all laughed but I knew that their laughter hid a fear that I might repeat my foolish action and that it might be in my blood. “I shall do my best!” 
 
    I went with my three men and our servants to prepare for a battle which promised to be both bloody and desperate. For Iago and the other men who had followed my foster father the attack up the tower would bring back sad and tragic memories. Ramon and Alfonso had been the heart of Don Diego’s men. When they had fallen at Salamanca then the world they had known had ended. It had been as traumatic for me and so I determined to do all that I could to survive the attack up the wooden tower. When we had visited Burgos, I had seen a weapon in the armoury I wished us to use and I sent Abu and Geoffrey to the wagon which had carried the weapons which the Prince had brought. They returned with just four of them for they had brought weapons I had especially loaded on the wagon for such a moment.  
 
    They laid them before the fire and Iago said, as he stared at the strange-looking weapon, “What in all that is holy is that?” 
 
    I picked one up. It was a pole weapon with a long broad head which was sharpened and pointed while at the base was a hook “It is called a fauchard. Don Raoul told me about them at Graus although I had seen them in Pamplona in the guard room there. They have a heavy head and only the strongest men can use them.” I hefted the one I held to show them the weight. “If you think you cannot use one then choose your own weapon. I want something I can sweep before me like a long sword. The tip is sharp and can be used in the same manner as a sword. The hook allows me to pull someone, especially wearing mail, either from a wall or the back of a horse.” I swashed it to show them how it could be used. “When we made the battlements at Salamanca then the Moors had the advantage for they had spears which were longer than our swords. Ramon was taken by a two-handed sword. If he had had one of these then he could have blocked the blow. With my shield protecting my left arm it will let us clear the fighting platform.” I shrugged, “After that, the sword would be better.” 
 
    The three of them were professional soldiers and they took the weapons and hefted them. Juan said, “I see what you mean about being heavy. You could not use one for long.” 
 
    Iago nodded, “And we will not have to do so for long. The ramp will come down and we will pick up the fauchard. If we have not cleared the fighting platform by the time we tire then we throw it away.” He laughed, “Preferably at a Moor for it might well knock one from the fighting platform. I am content, Will, and I will use one.” 
 
    In the end, we all chose to use one. I did not know what Rodrigo would use but we would have at least four of the long weapons on the ramp and that could only help us. We would need not only our swords but also our daggers and knives and that meant that we spent a long time at the wheel sharpening our weapons. I would not be wearing my cloak but, other than that, I would look as I did when I rode to war. That night I prayed. I had fought in a couple of battles and come close enough to death to know that I needed to ask God to absolve me of my sins. The priests I had heard preaching were always going on about how many sins man committed and that we should beg for absolution. I did so. 
 
    We were up well before dawn for we had to help to pull and push the towers into position while it was dark and the archers on the walls could not see us. The four of us climbed the ladders inside to place our fauchards at the top. It would be easier to push the tower without them and we could climb the ladder easier and more quickly unencumbered by the weapons. The knights who would ascend would push while the ordinary warriors and farmers pulled the towers, protected by shields held above them. I did not envy them their task. We had greased the wheels and axles of the newly built towers. I would rather have been involved in the building of the tower which I pushed. I trusted my fellow warriors, but I would rather have had some of my blood and sweat in the construction! There was no horn to begin the journey; we knew when to move as King Ferdinand’s men began to pull and when we heard their creak and the groaning of the ropes then we began too. The hardest part was actually getting the construction to move. Once we had it going then it was important not to let it stop. The men with the shields protecting the pullers were the most important. If they could stop any of those who pulled from falling then we might make the walls quickly. Each fallen warrior slowed down the towers and it was an effort to begin to gather momentum once more. We were lucky. We lost just one man as he was hit by an arrow when we were almost at the ditch. The ramp across which we would run was the same width as the ditch. That also meant that we were too far away for the defenders to use poles to push us away. Although we were protected it was easier pulling the tower than trying to push it. We were luckier than most for we were all big men and our weight alone helped. The tower groaned and complained all the way to the walls as we were travelling over rough ground. The top lurched alarmingly occasionally and I dreaded that it would fall over for all our work would be negated. As we closed with the walls, so slingshots, crossbows and arrows were increasingly used against us as the sun showed the defenders the men pulling the towers. We must have been lucky for there were no stone throwers on our section of the wall and our tower withstood the assault. 
 
    The closer we came to the walls the more men I saw that were wounded. None were dead but they had arrows sticking from their arms and legs. Our tower looked to have fared better than some I could see but that was because Rodrigo had spoken to the team who were pulling us and offered them advice and instructions. I knew that some of the other towers had not had such consideration. Rodrigo peered around the side of the wooden tower. Hefting his shield to cover his head he said, “I must choose the moment when we stop for I would not have the men exposed to danger for a moment longer than they need to be.” It was an important judgement. We had a long ramp to run across but if it was at its extremity then we could send fewer men across at a time. 
 
    Álvar rolled his eyes for both of us knew he was taking a risk, but that was Rodrigo’s way. As soon as he stepped out a hailstorm of stones and arrows came at him. I heard some strike his shield while others clanged off his helmet. The men pulling the tower were protected by larger shields. Rodrigo’s was the small one used by knights! He seemed to be away an inordinately long time and then I heard him shout, “Stop! Take shelter!” and he came running around to the back followed by the twenty men who had pulled us close. His ventail was down and he was grinning, “Perfectly positioned! Knights, climb the towers. Put rocks next to the wheels and those who pulled can now use their weight against it to keep it stable.” 
 
    I was already, along with Álvar and my three men, racing up the ladders inside the tower. There were three floors to the tower and men could wait at each one. The higher the tower rose the narrower it became so we needed as many men as we could on the lower floor to keep the tower stable. When we reached the top, we heard the Moors wasting arrows, stones and spears against the ramp. My three men went to the ropes securing the ramp. I picked up my fauchard. 
 
    Álvar shook his head, “Those are frightening looking weapons; where did you get them for I have never seen one before?” 
 
    “You probably have for they were from the weapons we brought from Burgos. I can think of no other place where I would use one but this seems an appropriate battle to use one.” 
 
    I fastened my ventail. Don Carlos joined Álvar and me and we waited for Rodrigo. I held the fauchard in two hands. I knew I would have to weather a storm as the ramp was lowered and so the tip of the fauchard was raised so that my shield, hanging from my left arm, afforded me more protection. As soon as Rodrigo arrived, he nodded to us and fastened his ventail. He stood between Álvar and me. “Ready, Iago! 
 
    “Aye, lord!” 
 
    “Release the door!” 
 
    Iago and the others knew the value of speed and the rope flew through their mailed hands as the bridge to the wall was lowered. The hook or beak on the ramp would hold it against the wall. We could not move until it was horizontal and, as it was lowered arrows, spears and stones were hurled at us. My three men had anticipated this and they were standing to the side and were protected. Nonetheless, we were all struck by missiles. That none penetrated or caused a serious wound was down to the mail and protection which we wore as well as our shields. The jubbah we wore over our mail had been copied from the Moorish ones we had seen, and Maria and the women had made them. They worked for the padded material slowed down the arrows sufficiently for them not to penetrate the mail beneath. 
 
    As soon as the ramp crashed down three of us took off as one. Don Carlos had not fought with Rodrigo and me as much as Álvar and he was eager, too eager. He was a step ahead of us. I was the only one with a long weapon and Don Carlos, another of the heroes of Salamanca, paid the price as two Moorish spearmen rammed their spears into his middle. He had courage and, even though he knew he was dying, he launched himself off the end taking the two spears with him and his dying body crashed into the two defenders. I swung the fauchard and it ripped across the faces of two other warriors who had stepped forward to repeat the attempt to hold us and when blood and flesh flew from the two men the others recoiled. It bought the three of us the time to jump down from the bridge so that Iago, Juan, Pedro and Don Juan of Burgos could follow us and enlarge the bridgehead. 
 
    The slow and steady approach of the huge towers meant that the walls, even though it was just dawn and barely light, were fully manned and, unlike Salamanca, they had sprinkled the defenders with mailed men, askari, their version of the knights we used. Until the rest of the towers had managed to breach the top of the wall then we could expect to endure the full force of the Moors. The four of us with our fauchards worked together and we jabbed forwards as one. It had the effect of a single weapon for we forced back four men who could not touch us with their weapons and that allowed Álvar and Rodrigo to use their swords and pick off the ones who were isolated. As we jabbed our way towards the tower on our right, manned by the Prince and his bodyguards, so men fell from the fighting platform and to our sharpened and bloody blades. I used the hook on the mail of an askari and I flung him from the wall. His body pulled itself free from the fauchard and I brought it back to present four deadly, albeit cumbersome weapons. 
 
    Rodrigo’s voice boomed out behind us, “Don Juan, hold those on the other side. We will go to the aid of Don Raoul.” 
 
    He had seen what I had not and that was the difference between us. I was a good warrior, a killer even, but Rodrigo had the ability, even in the middle of a maelstrom of a battle to see the bigger picture. Don Raoul and his men were in trouble. As I glanced up, I saw that although the ramp on the Prince’s tower had been lowered his knights were struggling to gain a foothold on the fighting platform for they used swords. Even as I watched I saw Don Luis of Barbosa as he was skewered like a fish on a pike and tossed from the wall as though he was nothing. 
 
    I shouted to my men, “Edge towards the wall.” 
 
    “Aye Will!” 
 
    The four of us moved as one and I trusted that Rodrigo and Álvar would be there to protect our left side. Pedro saw the nearest defender, he was a mailed warrior with the pike which had sent Don Luis to his death. He had his back to us and was prodding and poking his long weapon, longer by far than any spear at the ramp and the knights were fearful of approaching him. If Pedro used the edge of the weapon it would merely alert the Moor so, instead, he used the hook. He hooked the Moor’s belt and he yanked the Moor to the right, towards the wall. The Moor was taken by surprise for he had just pulled back his pike for another thrust and was slightly off balance. The four of us were not only fit, but we also were strong and the Moor tumbled over the side of the walls to have his body broken in the ditch below. His weight ripped free the belt’s buckle and Pedro lifted the belt like some sort of prize. 
 
    The Moors defending against the Prince’s tower were now alerted to our presence and half of them turned to face us while a horn summoned help. “Face them!” I shouted. Our four fauchards now faced six men as they advanced. I chose my moment and ordered them, “Now!” and, as one the four weapons were pushed forward. My fauchard’s head sank deeply into the gut of a warrior wearing no mail. He screamed and grabbed hold of my shaft. I twisted and he screamed but, as he fell to the floor of the outer bailey his dying hands had the grip of death on my weapon and he pulled it from me. As he fell, he took the Moor who had been sparring with Juan out too and so I spun out of the line, drew my sword and allowed Juan to step next to Iago so that the three remaining fauchards still faced the foe and I joined Álvar and Rodrigo. 
 
    The fighting platform was not wide enough for five men and so Rodrigo said, “You two behind me”.  
 
    I naturally stepped to Rodrigo’s right while Álvar protected his shield side. Rodrigo raised his sword and as he presented his shield, he brought down his sword to split the helmet and head of the Moor who had raced at Juan. The Moorish spear slid along El Campeador’s helmet but the warrior was already dead. Stepping over his body we advanced beyond the fauchards. We would be protected on our right by them but it exposed us to more men.  
 
    I saw Don Raoul and four knights battling at the edge of the ramp. They were close enough to almost jump down to the fighting platform but to do so would be suicide as ten Moors faced them with spears and long swords. Even as I watched a Moor swung a club and hurled it at the knights. It hit Don Garcia who tumbled from the ramp to his death in the ditch below. I had to force myself back to the task in hand for my job was simple; when Rodrigo swung or lunged, I watched for the blade or the spear which would be sent towards his unprotected and exposed right side. As he back slashed at a mailed Moor a spear came towards him and I smashed it in two with my sword. My hands in those days were as fast as quicksilver and I turned the blade to strike the spearman in the chest before he had even noticed that his weapon was useless. As Rodrigo slew the mailed Moor who had held him up for a handful of strokes, I saw Don Raoul finally make the fighting platform, but he was alone. The Prince stood on the bridge with three knights close to him. While spears and pikes prodded and poked at the tower three Moors attacked Don Raoul. 
 
    I heard Rodrigo shout, “No!” and I knew that for perhaps only the second time since I had known him, he was losing his temper. The reason was simple: he was close to Don Raoul and the former armiger was in danger of being butchered. He leapt forward and it was fortunate that Álvar guarded his left for the sudden move exposed them to an attack from reinforcements who had been further down the wall. I was lucky and the three fauchards still protected my right and I was able to bring my sword to the aid of Rodrigo and Don Raoul. Tizona slashed sideways and I rammed the tip of my father’s sword at the men fighting Don Raoul. Even as one hacked into the knight’s right arm Rodrigo’s sword slashed through the Moor’s back and into the side of the next warrior while my sword went up, under the rib cage and into the heart of the third. That Don Raoul had a serious wound was obvious and it was Rodrigo who took charge. 
 
    “Álvar, Will, turn and protect Don Raoul! Don Iago, here and protect our flank! Don Raimundo, Get Don Raoul back into the tower!” 
 
    All of the training that we had done over the years paid off. We had to turn, whilst surrounded by enemies and face them to make a six-man wall of metal. That we did so was remarkable and made even more so by the fact that none of us were hurt as we completed the manoeuvre. Don Raoul was the most popular member of Price Sancho’s retinue and that fuelled our rage and our anger. The Moors who stood between us and the former armiger of Prince Sancho stood no chance. The fauchards proved to be deadly in the hands of my three men as they drove deep into bodies and, when they were torn out, left the warriors dead and dying, Álvar, Rodrigo and I slashed, hacked and chopped until there were none between us and the ramp. I saw that Don Raimundo had heeded the command of Rodrigo and Don Raoul had been taken back down the tower to the healers. 
 
    With a wall of warriors before him, Prince Sancho stepped on to the fighting platform. He looked up and down the walls as did Rodrigo. What we could all see was that, once again, Sancho the Strong’s warriors had achieved their objective and part of the walls were in our hands. Some of the other towers had their ramps down but warriors still battled to take the platform. Prince Sancho said, “El Campeador, what is your suggestion?” 
 
    Rodrigo’s quick mind had already weighed up the different options and he pointed to the tower we had ascended, “Prince Garcia and his men are struggling there. We will leave Don Juan to look for a weakness further along,” he pointed in the opposite direction, “your father, the King, looks to have a toehold on the wall. If we join up with him then we can take our men and go to the aid of Garcia with the gate in our hands.” 
 
    It was a good plan for the men who had pulled the towers were now climbing up and we would soon be reinforced.  
 
    “Good! I will join you at the fore. Álvar, Rodrigo, flank me. William Redbeard, you and your men can support us. Those strange weapons look to be effective.” 
 
    “Diego, go and tell Don Juan that he has to hold his section and probe for weaknesses in the Moors attacking Prince Garcia.” 
 
    “Aye, Don Rodrigo!” 
 
    When we returned home and told Maria of the battle and our part in it, she was amazed that we could stand on top of a fighting platform in an enemy stronghold and talk. The truth is that it was not as simple as that. While Prince Sancho and his armiger spoke the Prince’s knights who had ascended the tower were enlarging our toehold. Men on both sides were dying. Battles rarely involved fighting for the whole time. Men needed some rest, however brief. Iago, Juan and Pedro had rested their fauchards on the crenulations for they were heavy to use and I knew that their backs would be burning as muscles complained about an action that they were unaccustomed to. 
 
    We formed ourselves up and it was here that all of Rodrigo’s and, I suspect, my training came into its own for when Rodrigo shouted, “Break ranks!” the knights fighting the Moors, lunged forward as one, and then stepped back knowing that we would have left spaces in our ranks through which they could pass. It partially explained how we had achieved our objective and yet others had not. Before the Moors knew it, the Prince, his armiger and Minaya had stepped forward and brought fresher swords to batter already weakened arms. When Iago, Pedro and Juan thrust their fauchards through the gaps then we were able to take not one, nor even three paces forward but ten and the nearest of the King’s towers was soon within touching distance. I felt, behind me, the weight of fresh knights who had climbed the tower. It was comforting and I knew that if we tired, unlikely though that was, then we could rotate with those who were behind us. 
 
    The Prince had yet to fight and his arm moved as though operated by a machine but it was as nothing compared with Rodrigo who was able to keep his blows as smooth and regular as though at the pel. That was the skill of the man known as El Campeador; he seemed to have been born to fight. However, no matter how fit he was his blade would become blunted and so, after it had taken him two blows to remove the head from a Moor, he slipped Tizona into its scabbard and drew his second sword from over his back. Álvar’s sword, Fortuna, had already been replaced. Thanks to my use of the fauchard my father’s sword still had life left in it. 
 
    When we reached Don Sebastian, who led the survivors from King Ferdinand’s tower, Prince Sancho allowed them to bear the brunt of the fighting while he assessed the situation. “William Redbeard, Don Álvar take ten of our knights and clear the gatehouse below us. If the other towers are struggling to take the walls then we can ease their entry.” 
 
    Álvar nodded, “Yes, my Prince.” That he was less than happy to leave the side of Rodrigo was obvious but he obeyed. He turned to me, “Take your men down the ladder and hold it while I choose our men!” 
 
    I just nodded for words were unnecessary. As I had my sword out, I led the way down the ladder with my men protecting me from behind with their fauchards. It was not easy for I had to walk down the ladder with my back to the rungs. I dared not expose my back to the archers and crossbowmen who were within the city walls. I used my left, shield protected hand to hold the ladder. I nearly came to grief halfway down, when I sensed, rather than saw, the bolt which came from the blue. It thudded into the shield and protruded by the length of my thumb. It had penetrated metal and wood. I was lucky that it had not embedded itself in my left arm. 
 
    Moors were racing to the bottom of the ladder and I then had the difficult task of fighting whilst trying to hold on to the ladder. When a spear was rammed at my boot, I chose another option; flight. I threw myself towards the Moors at the bottom. I whipped my shield around and held my sword before me. The Moors were not expecting such a move and I landed on three of them. My sword struck one in the middle and pinned him to the earth while my shield struck the other two and the weight of my body and mail drove the air from their lungs. As my three men descended to join me, I stood and took the lives of the winded warriors before they could recover. 
 
    Iago, Pedro and Juan also jumped the last few rungs but landed on their feet. Iago was laughing, “One day, William Redbeard, you will learn to walk down from the fighting platform!” 
 
    I had no time to reply as Moors ran from the Citadel to end our lives. Arrows, stones and bolts flew from the top, but our shields, helmets and mail held true and when the Moors reached us, we were not only ready but Álvar was leading the rest of the knights to come to our aid. My three men swung their fauchards before them and that had the effect of slowing the Moors down. One did not slow fast enough and Pedro’s fauchard tore open his middle. The warrior next to him made the mistake of glancing down and I made him pay the price when I hacked down across his neck. 
 
    Álvar insinuated himself between Iago and me and shouted, “The rest of you fan out at the sides. We clear these and then take the gate.” 
 
    The Prince and Rodrigo had now allied with the rest of King Ferdinand’s men and were ploughing their way across the top of the gatehouse. It was important to isolate it so that when we attacked, we could take it and have a safe entry for King Ferdinand’s men. All the work we had done since Graus now began to pay off for although I grew a little weary, I knew that I could keep going for longer than the men we fought. As the last of the Moors who had sortied from the citadel were despatched Álvar showed that he had learned much from Rodrigo. 
 
    “Now we take the gate. Will, have your men watch our backs. We need sharp blades for this.” It was as we backed to the gatehouse that I saw the Moor I had killed on the fighting platform. He lay on the ground where he had fallen and was still holding my fauchard. I sheathed my sword and pulled it from his corpse. It was sharper than the other three and had a better edge than my sword. We advanced to the gate. The gatehouse had an internal gate but Álvar had chosen some knights who had axes and they began to hack at the gates. They were neither as big or as robust as the outside gates that King Ferdinand and his men attacked and, while the four of us watched the outer bailey, the axes began to chip chunks of wood from the inner gates. There would be a small garrison within and they might outnumber us but Álvar led knights, knights who had been trained by Rodrigo. They would win! 
 
    “Looks like someone has seen what we are trying to do Will.” Iago pointed his fauchard at the citadel where men were pouring out to try to stop Álvar and the knights who followed him.  
 
    Without turning I shouted, “Better hurry, Don Álvar! We have company!” We had enough men to take the gatehouse and stop the attack from the citadel but most were on the fighting platform and would not be able to reach us in time. We had to take the gatehouse and hold it. “Spread out and let us use this weapon to its best effect. We keep them from us.” 
 
    “Easier said than done, Will. They have archers on the top of the citadel.” Juan nodded to the building which was three hundred paces from us. At that range, they would be lucky to hit and to penetrate the padded jubbah, mail and gambeson but they could, with a lucky bolt, take out an eye. 
 
    “And they risk their own men the closer they get to us. Keep your shields up until they close.” 
 
    Sure enough, the crossbows sent bolts towards us but many fell short while others missed. I knew how long it took to reload and I was just glad that they had few of them. Their archers sent hopeful missiles too, but they did not have the power at that range to hurt us and they soon shifted to the men on the wall yet to be taken by Prince Garcia. Don Juan of Burgos and Rodrigo’s knights had enabled them to gain a foothold but as their wall was less than two hundred paces from the citadel and many of the men were not armoured, they had more success. 
 
    Then the ragged line of angry Moors tried to hit us. I say tried because the four fauchards made a close approach difficult and their own spears were not long enough to penetrate our jubbahs, mail and gambeson. Pedro’s fauchard tore across the arm of one Moor so deeply that it hung by tendons and muscles. Iago’s eviscerated a second. Behind us, I heard a loud crack and then a cheer as the inner gate crashed in. 
 
    “Hold them but a little while, Will, and we will open the main gate.” 
 
    Iago shouted, arrogantly, “Take your time Don Álvar!” 
 
    I shook my head for it did not do to tempt the fates. Since I had learned of my Norse heritage, I was keenly aware of the power of fate and I would not risk the luck I knew I had enjoyed, hitherto. 
 
    In the event, we did not have to hold them too long. Don Juan sent men to aid us as Álvar and his hand-picked men slew the defenders and opened the gates. It took but an hour for the garrison to surrender, for with the gates in our hands and the bridge over the river destroyed we had the town. The most important town captured by the Moors had been recaptured and it was a significant victory. Once again, I had survived a siege and I knew that one day, my luck might run out. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    The Emir was not in Coimbra and so we waited for three weeks while emissaries travelled back and forth between the captured fortress and the capital of the taifa, Badajoz. It was worth the wait as King Ferdinand and his own men managed to claw back the land north of the Mondego river and, equally important, the Emir promised to pay tribute to Castile. Not only was the King richer, but we had also been richly rewarded, for the King shared half of the first payment amongst us. 
 
    My men and I were in a unique position. Normally men such as we were paid by a lord like El Campeador’s father, Don Diego, who did not wish to go to war and the arrangements were made privately. We, on the other hand, had been hired by Prince Sancho. When I found and trained men then they would be paid as well. The four of us did better than many knights. Rodrigo and Álvar were not surprised for, once again, our involvement had been crucial. I knew that our success would encourage more men to come and be trained by me. My father had been a mercenary, but it was I who made more profit from war. 
 
    It was as we waited for the first payment that news reached us which was not so welcome. Pope Alexander had first preached of a Christian emergency the year before as he felt the Moors in Spain had too much power. King Ferdinand had shown that this was not true. It was also preached in Burgundy, probably with the permission or participation of Hugh of Cluny, where the abbot's brother, Thomas de Chalon, led the army. There was a great deal of enthusiasm for this crusade and it spread elsewhere in France where many knights saw an opportunity for war and booty. The huge army which was present at the siege of Barbastro when it began in 1064 was made up mainly of Frenchmen and Burgundians, along with a papal contingent, made up mostly of Italo-Normans, as well as a local Spanish army made up of Catalans and Aragonese.  
 
    The leader of the papal contingent was a Norman by the name of William of Montreuil while the leader of the Spaniards was Sancho Ramírez, King of Aragón and Navarre. The largest component was led by Duke William of Aquitaine who led the army through the Pyrenees at Somport. They besieged Barbastro for forty days. The Emir of Zaragoza had been in an impossible situation. He knew that King Ferdinand would not risk excommunication by sending men to fight soldiers who were acting on the Pope’s orders. To all intents and purposes this was a crusade. The Emir was used to fighting Spaniards who observed certain rules. The men who attacked his land obeyed no rules and thought that all Muslims were enemies regardless of age or sex. We learned all this after the event. Rodrigo was present when the emissary from Zaragoza explained all to the King and his sons. 
 
    As Rodrigo told us, “The garrison of the city surrendered and that should have been the end of it but the French and Norman knights broke their word and when the Muslims surrendered, they were butchered along with every Muslim woman and child!” 
 
    Don Juan of Burgos said, “But they were knights! They broke their word?” He was incredulous as Rodrigo trained knights who held the ideals of knighthood as paramount. 
 
    Rodrigo nodded and I saw real concern on his face, “They said that giving their word to a Muslim did not count. In God’s eyes, they had done no wrong.” 
 
    I could see that he did not agree with that in any shape or form. “But King Sancho of Aragón and Navarre, why did he go along with it? He was brought up at the King’s court. Surely he did not participate.” 
 
    “No, in fact, the whole crusade failed because the Aragonese and Navarrese left and after the blood bath the Normans, Aquitanians, Burgundians and Frenchmen went home taking great booty with them. The Emir is now rebuilding the town.” 
 
    It put a damper on our victory especially after we had fought for the Moors at Graus. We had healed the division and now the Normans had ripped open the wound once more. Certainly, Rodrigo underwent a change when he heard the news. I already knew from our conversations while training and on campaign that he saw a united Spain in which Muslim and Christian would be treated equally and, indeed, play an equal part. It was also the view of King Ferdinand and Prince Sancho although they saw a united Spain ruled by them. I think that if it were not so then he would have left their service. Now he was mistrustful of Frenchmen and any who did not live in Spain. Despite my Norse and Norman blood, I agreed with him. 
 
    When we finally reached home, in September, we travelled for part of the way with Don Luis of Sangalhos and his men. We had grown quite close to him and his men. He had with him a nephew, Jorge Nunes. The nephew was the illegitimate son of his dead brother and had been raised by Don Luis in lieu of his own dead family. I think that Don Luis had been searching for a solution to the problem of raising him when there was no prospect of knighthood. When he heard that I was beginning to train young warriors he asked if Jorge Nunes could be our first warrior. I made the decision instantly for I liked the lad. He was young, he had seen just fifteen summers, and whilst that was a little late to begin training properly, he was keen, and he was also strong. I agreed and he became the first of many young warriors, although, in all truth, not as many as I planned. That was not my fault for war came to Spain. I get ahead of myself again; that is the problem with age for your memory dances around like an enraged wasp. As we rode back from Coimbra, we thought that we had years before I would need to bring a large contingent to war and so I was selective and only chose those who asked. I did not actively recruit. 
 
    We had four of the captured horses from our raid and so Jorge was able to ride with us and I gave Juan the task of assessing his strengths and weaknesses as we rode home. We all rode together as far as León. The reason I had set Juan to watching Jorge was that Rodrigo wished to speak with me. He questioned me at length about many things and, at the time, I did not understand them. Later his motives became crystal clear. I did not mind the questions for I liked speaking with Rodrigo as he had educated me as much as I had trained him. It always seemed to me that we each gave the other something that the other needed. I was hungry for knowledge and Rodrigo was a fount of it. By the time we parted, at León, he told me that he would visit my estate at Briviesca when he had put his own affairs in order. He, too, was now a landowner and, as such, had responsibilities. He was never a committed landowner for first and foremost El Campeador was a warrior, but Prince Sancho would not be going to war and Rodrigo needed occupation. 
 
    Briviesca was warm and welcoming when we returned. The months we had been away had seen the animals prosper and Maria had not been idle. I had let her know that Briviesca was hers as much as it was mine and she had imposed her will upon it. She had been born a servant and lived her whole life in the homes of lords and ladies. Now she had the chance to choose tapestries, drapes, furniture, even those things which had no interest whatsoever to me, pots and platters, goblets and cutlery! Maria revelled in them and the fact that I was well off and could afford it gave her the freedom to indulge herself.  
 
    I was coming home richer too, although there would be expenses. Jorge had come with a sword and little else; Don Luis had given him the sword and I would have to provide the rest. It would take some time for the investment to begin to pay me back for Jorge would not be ready for war for, perhaps, four years. He would earn his keep when we did go to war by acting as a servant to the four of us. When we fought, he would hold the horses along with Geoffrey, but I now had six warriors who would follow me on the road to conflict and that was reassuring. My father had never had more than ten, or so Alfonso had told me. 
 
    Life at Briviesca after Coimbra took on a more organised routine. Maria insisted upon a morning meeting so that she could tell me what she was doing with the land. She had been a quick learner. Pablo had been the caretaker, but Maria saw in him someone who could do more for he had been born on the estate and knew it well. She had made him the steward and he immediately added to the value of my land by advising Maria on the animals which would prosper. I agreed to everything which Maria suggested! Like the previous owner, I had no interest whatsoever in agriculture and I listened intently and asked sufficient questions to show her that I had been listening.  
 
    Once the meeting was over, I would join my six men at the gyrus. Although Jorge was the first of the new men who would follow me to war, Geoffrey also wished to become a warrior and he joined us to improve his skills. Abu was a warrior. He had only one arm but he did not wish to stay at home and watch the walls. He joined us too. Juan had recognised on the ride back from Coimbra that Jorge, although he could keep in the saddle, was no rider and so he trained him to ride as well as the rest of my men. After a few practice bouts in the gyrus we saw that while he had strength in his arms, he had neither coordination nor skill. We were happy with that for he was the raw clay and could be improved. Iago taught him swordplay and I helped when it was needed. 
 
    As winter came to us so the work on the estate changed and, with the animals kept closer to the hall the six men who worked for Maria and Pablo had less to do. The time they could have wasted sitting around a fire and gambling was given over to working with my warriors and the result was that I had a well-trained warband of men. The warrior training was something we continued long after the six were competent warriors for, thanks to Pablo and Maria, the estate prospered and, over the next few years we took on another twelve men. All became warriors. However, as with all tales, I get ahead of myself. The life of El Campeador and the legend that would become El Cid were barely begun and the taifa state which would be forever linked with the name El Cid had yet to be visited by the great man. 
 
    That changed just before Christmas. Towards dusk as the men were clearing the gyrus a lone, mailed rider approached the hall and Fernando, who was the sentry on the wall, called out to me to warn me. Mailed riders were rare for we were off the main road and none came by accident. I had drilled into my men the need for vigilance as there were still Navarrese cattle thieves although I believed that the reputation of my men, not to mention my own, would keep all but the most reckless in less dangerous pastures. 
 
    It was the horse I recognised. It was Rodrigo for the horse was his second horse, Felix, a black courser. The fact that he had a jet-black horse and an almost pure white one seemed to sum up Rodrigo. I turned and shouted, “Iago, you had better tell Maria we have a guest! It is Rodrigo!” 
 
    Fernando’s eyes widened, “El Campeador? He comes here?” 
 
    I was so used to Rodrigo that I sometimes forgot the effect on those who had never met him but had heard his name. “He is just a man, Fernando, a very great man but he eats, drinks and makes water just like you.” 
 
    Fernando’s face told me that he did not believe my words. 
 
    I was in the courtyard to greet him when he arrived. He looked chilled to the bone. The mountains were always cold, even in summer and although we had had no snow the temperature had been below freezing at night. I held Felix while he dismounted, “Is this urgent or did you just wish to partake of our Christmas feast?” 
 
    He looked surprised, “Christmas? Is it Christmas already? I had forgotten. No Will, I come to consult with you and your men and I have a commission from King Ferdinand.” Maria approached and he said, “We will speak privately! Maria, you grow more beautiful each time I see you!” 
 
    “My lord, do not try flattery for I know that I have more lines upon my face than a quern stone. You should have warned us for the guest room is not aired!”  
 
    There was a reprimand in her voice but Rodrigo laughed, “Will here trained me to endure any conditions and we have camped in hovels before now, so I am certain that whatever quarters you provide will be luxurious compared with what I had on the way here.” 
 
    Maria took his arm and led him inside. Iago, Juan and Pedro had joined me. I waved Geoffrey and Jorge over, “Take care of El Campeador’s horse and treat him well.” 
 
    “Aye, lord, come, Jorge, you can lead the horse for this is a warhorse and not the sumpter on which you practise!” I saw Jorge’s eyes widen. He was going to be tending to the horse of the legend of Graus. 
 
    Iago rubbed his chin, “What do you think this means, Will?” 
 
    “I think it will involve us, Iago, so I would enjoy your cuddles with Anna while you may!” 
 
    He nodded, “Aye, for until we came here, I did not know the pleasures of nestling beneath the covers on a cold winter’s night.” 
 
    “You should marry her.” 
 
    He nodded, “And I may.” He gave a sheepish smile. “I may have fathered bastards in Vivar but this one will have a father who married the mother!” 
 
    I grinned, “She is with child?” 
 
    “We think so.” 
 
    My voice became commanding even though Iago was much older than I was, “Then see the priest in the village and make the arrangements. Does Maria know?” 
 
    “Aye, she has been at me to marry since Anna told her.” 
 
    “Good. We could do with a wedding and it will be good to have a child on the estate.” 
 
    The women who had followed Maria from Vivar were very fond of Rodrigo and I did not get to see much of him until after we had eaten. Iago and Anna had slipped away to be together and Pedro and Juan had diplomatically given Rodrigo and me the chance to be alone. Maria came to kiss me on the forehead before retiring. She cocked her head to one side, “Did you advise Iago to wed?” I nodded and she beamed, “I raised you right. We can have the wedding in three weeks. The bairn is growing within Anna and we cannot delay.” 
 
    “Then there is no problem.” 
 
    Maria went off happily and I wondered what sort of wedding gift I ought to give. Although my title was honorific, I was the titular Lord of Briviesca, and Iago was one of my oathsworn. I was so engrossed in my thoughts that I failed to notice the silence and the frown on Rodrigo’s face. When I did notice I also saw that his goblet was empty and as I refilled it I said, “There is something on your mind, my lord, I would have you speak your thoughts for there are no secrets between us.” 
 
    “You know about Barbastro?” 
 
    “I know and it is regrettable for I also know that it upset you.” 
 
    He nodded, “The situation has taken a turn for the worse. The Emir of Zaragoza has finally rid his land of all Frenchmen and Normans.” 
 
    “That is good.” 
 
    He shook his head, “No, it is not good, he has sent a letter to the King. In it he says Christians broke the accord and the King did not go to his aid. He no longer considers himself a vassal of King Ferdinand which means that there will be no tribute.” 
 
    “But I thought that the Emir understood that the King was in an impossible position.” 
 
    “Sadly, that was an interpretation given to the King by ill-informed advisers.”  
 
    “Aah.” 
 
    He sipped his wine as though he was buying time and then he said, “King Ferdinand and Prince Sancho have charged me with a diplomatic mission. I am to go to Zaragoza and try to remedy the situation.” 
 
    I was no longer the naïve young peasant who had first begun to train this great lord. I had changed and I had learned. Rodrigo had come alone which meant that he would either carry on to Zaragoza alone or we were to be his guards. “And you wish me to accompany you?” 
 
    “And I know that you need to be here for the marriage of Iago. I am sorry to put you in this situation.” 
 
    I smiled, “Our lives are intertwined, Rodrigo. Of course I shall come but Iago will not. Maria will not be happy about the situation but what we do will save men’s lives. She will understand.” 
 
    “She cannot know! This is a secret meeting. There are men on both sides of the border between Christian and Moorish Spain who are happy for this rift to remain. King Garcia and the Emir of Toledo are two such men. We have to cross through Zaragoza and if we were ambushed then who knows who the attackers might be. You must tell her that the King has need of you.” 
 
    I nodded for what he said made sense. “But I shall tell Iago. He is oathsworn and he will understand!” 
 
    He smiled, “Aye, you are right.” 
 
    I refilled our goblets, “And the King chose you and, no doubt, me because he knows the high regard the Emir has for you.” 
 
    “Exactly. If we fail, then there will be another war come summer.” 
 
    “And that is why you go alone. You left Diego at home?” 
 
    He nodded, “He is young and reckless as he showed at Coimbra. I need reliable men and there are none more reliable than Will Redbeard and his warriors.” 
 
    I rose early for I had much on my mind. Iago was unused to spending all night with a woman and he was up too. I found him in the kitchen nibbling on some ham and cheese. He grinned, “Maria wants us to be wed in three weeks.” 
 
    I was surprised, “She told you the date?” 
 
    He laughed, “Aye, she came last night and tapped on the door. I am pleased for the look on Anna’s face was filled with joy.” 
 
    “And I am happy too but I have to tell you that neither your shield brothers nor I will be at your wedding.” His face fell as though I had slapped him, and I felt unhappier than I could ever remember. I explained to him why. 
 
    “Then I shall postpone the wedding.” 
 
    “No, you shall not. I will tell Maria an untruth, that I hope to be back in time for the wedding, but I doubt that I shall. You will insist on the wedding.” 
 
    I saw understanding on his face but not acceptance, “I am not happy about this, Will Redbeard.” 
 
    “Neither am I and Rodrigo also wishes that there was another way but once we began to follow his banner then we knew that we had no choice of its direction. We go where El Campeador leads.” 
 
    “You will tell the others?” 
 
    “Once we are on the road. We leave this afternoon.” 
 
    “Maria will be unhappy!” 
 
    “I know!” 
 
    We drank the rest of the jug of wine and Rodrigo came down. I told him what I had told Iago and he nodded. “Congratulations, Iago. Will here gives good advice on all matters both military and domestic!” Suddenly Rodrigo said, “Your advice was also heeded by another, William.” 
 
    “Another?” I was still thinking about the face I would use when I told the lie to Maria. 
 
    “Don Raoul. He told me that you advised him to take a wife when you were at Graus. He took your advice and courted a woman. His wound spurred him to seek her hand in marriage. She accepted and now he is wed. He apologised for the fact that you were not invited.” 
 
    I shook my head, “I would not have expected that.” I smiled, “Maria would be happy if I took a wife.” I sighed, “I fear she will take this news of my imminent departure, badly.” 
 
    In the event, she took the news better than I had expected but as I had lied to her, I did not feel good about the response. My men were quite happy to follow Rodrigo and Jorge was positively bubbling with excitement. It would not be unusual for a party such as ours to ride forth mailed and prepared for war; winter was a dangerous time on the roads of northern Spain. Jorge had no mail but he had a metal-studded leather vest and a helmet. I rode Berber for he was a Moorish horse and his nose might help us. 
 
    When we left there were smiles but I knew that when we did not return for the wedding there would be frowns and tears and I would have to endure a storm when we returned. The road to Zaragoza followed the road to Burgos for part of the way so that none would know we headed east until we left the main road. We were on that main road when I told my men our purpose. The prospect of adventure outweighed the disappointment of attending a shield brother’s wedding and when we turned to head to Zaragoza there was just the bubble of excitement rather than hangdog faces. 
 
    We had just twenty miles to travel to the small town of Santo Domingo de la Calzada where we would spend the night. We were still in Christian lands and the name of El Campeador brought us good food, accommodation and security for our animals. Rodrigo and I discussed what we might achieve. “King Ferdinand has already planned on spending the tribute he was due to receive this year and I need to ensure that the Emir knows that the King will go to war unless he becomes a vassal once more.” I nodded for I had seen when we had passed through the capital of Castile, the new buildings being erected on the strength of Moorish gold. “And, of course, Toledo might well follow suit.” 
 
    “What of Valencia?” 
 
    He laughed, “Your mind is becoming sharper, William. Aye, that is in my mind too. Emir Abd al-Malik is unknown to me. We know that the Emirs of Toledo and Badajoz are belligerent and while they have paid us retribution, they are still enemies. I had thought that the Emir of Zaragoza, after Graus, was different. Perhaps Valencia has played a part in this.” 
 
    “Or it could be that the Emir of Zaragoza is just unhappy with the King and not Prince Sancho.” Realisation suddenly dawned and my mouth dropped open, “That is why you were sent and not another for you are close to Prince Sancho and seen as a hero by the Zaragozans!” 
 
    “Now you see why I had to come without any knights, including Álvar. He wished to come and was hurt when I left him but there must be no threat unless we have to speak plainly. I hope to dissuade the Emir through means other than a threat of violence. We go because the Emir has sympathy for us and we have done him service before. This will be a test of that friendship.” 
 
    As we headed towards Zaragoza, we kept hearing the name, El Cid, and discovered that the people of Zaragoza called him that. It was many years before it became widespread but in Zaragoza, it began. The Zaragozans knew of Graus and, as a result, Rodrigo was feted like a local hero in each and every town through which we passed. Where I had expected danger and ambush, we were given the best accommodation and fine food. Occasionally we even managed wine and beer. Abu kept us informed about the true feelings of the locals and he confirmed that Rodrigo was a hero but the apparent abandonment of Barbastro by King Ferdinand was seen as unforgivable and there was antipathy towards Christians. It helped to inform Rodrigo and he was well prepared for our audience with the Emir. Muhammad ibn Hassan, the leader of the Emir’s bodyguard, greeted us. It could have been intimidating but there was mutual respect between Rodrigo and the Moorish warrior.  
 
    He waved to our men, “There are quarters for your men but they will be escorted to them and from them.” He shrugged, “Barbastro.” 
 
    Rodrigo nodded, “I understand but Will here will accompany me.” 
 
    He smiled, “Of course, the Redbeard is welcome.”  
 
    Thanks to Abu my Arabic was almost as good as Rodrigo’s and I understood everything which was said. That we were allowed to keep our swords was clear evidence that we were considered friends. I can think of no other Christian who would have been afforded such an honour but to the Muslims, Don Rodrigo was more than a Christian, he was the embodiment of the land of al-Andalus. While we walked to the chamber used by the Emir to greet guests, Muhammad ibn Hassan and Rodrigo spoke. I walked behind to give them space and also to allow me to look around. I learned much. I knew most of the bodyguards and senior leaders for I had met them at Graus. I saw other Moors, warriors, whom I did not know and, in contrast to the smiles from Zaragozans, I noticed scowls from the ones I did not recognise. I guessed that they were from Valencia, Toledo or Badajoz. When I saw him again, I would have Abu discover exactly which taifa had sent men here in numbers. 
 
    As we entered the chamber, we saw it was full for this was where the Emir conducted his business. Muhammad ibn Hassan made the announcement of our arrival in a voice which could have been heard across a battlefield and I hid my smile. Muhammad ibn Hassan was a warrior! 
 
    There was silence until the Emir spoke, “It is good to see Don Rodrigo de Vivar once more; the hero of Graus is always welcome here. It is a pity that you were not sent to help the poor people of Barbastro!” 
 
    Rodrigo had the quickest mind of any man I knew and he had the most perfect of responses ready. It could, of course, have been that he had anticipated the Emir and his words and prepared it already. I knew Rodrigo but his mind still had doors and rooms to which I was not privy. 
 
    “Emir, King Ferdinand has sent me to explain to you personally why he did not do so, and when you have time to grant me an audience then I will give you a full and explicit explanation.” 
 
    The Emir could play the game too and he nodded, seriously, “I have time now, let us be alone so that I may consider the words of our former ally.” 
 
    The Emir’s words were the public words intended to tell the world that the alliance was over. When the chamber was cleared, Muhammad ibn Hassan set the sentries and then retired outside the hall to guarantee privacy. There would be just the three of us. I later learned this was deliberate. No one else could hear and the Emir could deny everything. 
 
    Rodrigo began, “Know, Emir, that had we known that the Pope intended what he did then King Ferdinand would have come to your aid. We might not have been able to stop the Normans and the French from attacking but we could certainly have prevented the massacres which took place.” 
 
    “But you were in Badajoz, how could you have responded?” 
 
    Was there criticism there or was he coming round to a more sympathetic view of our actions? 
 
    “That campaign is over and I am here to tell you that we will come to your aid if another enemy, of whatever faith, attempts to attack you.” 
 
    He smiled, “And, of course, the King still expects his tribute, his pariah.” 
 
    I saw that Rodrigo was uncomfortable with this for he did not think that the Emir should pay, for it was we who had broken our word and not him. However, he was a loyal knight and he nodded, “I believe he does.” 
 
    “And that will not be forthcoming. My people are angry and they would see it as a betrayal of the people of Barbastro,” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “And there is something else.” He glanced at me and the look was a suspicious one. 
 
    Rodrigo said, “Of all the men in the world there is none that I trust more than William here.” 
 
    “I know he is a warrior, so I will speak openly. There are men at my court who wish to form an alliance against Castile. These men are from the other taifas. Zaragoza is the richest taifa and they wish to use our coin for a Holy War, a jihad against the Christians.” 
 
    I had been right. There were men here who were not Zaragozan. 
 
    “That would be a mistake and it would be costly for both sides.” The Emir nodded agreement at Rodrigo’s words, “And you would lose. There is an appetite amongst the kingdoms north of Spain to rid the land of Muslims. You do not want to invite a crusade, do you?” 
 
    “But if the choice is to join with my Muslim brothers and keep my head or fight against them and lose all then I have little choice, do I?” 
 
    He was asking for help. 
 
    Rodrigo nodded, “Valencia and Toledo stand to gain the most.” The Emir nodded. “You have given me much to think on and to take back to my Prince and my King.” 
 
    The Emir looked relieved, “I have a face I must present to my people, but you and I know each other’s hearts and minds. If we ever stop talking, then it will be a black day for Spain.” He stood, “And now it is time for prayers. I will see you at the feast this night and then I shall send you hence on the morrow.” He smiled, “It will be expected.” 
 
    “And we shall go with our tails between our legs!” 
 
    I had taught Rodrigo much but that had been in the gyrus and since he had been knighted there was little that I could teach him about war and I became his shadow. He understood diplomacy and strategy in a way few other men did. As his shadow I was in awe of him for when we dined, that night, at the Emir’s court I saw a mind that was like an animal trap for it was sharp and it was quick. There were knives out for him that night. The Emir had his Valencian and other honoured guests close by him. We were not accorded a place of honour but the Emir did, at least, seat us with those whom we knew like the commander of his guard. As barbed comments were sent in our direction Rodrigo used his tongue like a shield and deflected each comment. I caught the Emir smiling, albeit briefly, at one point as the Zaragozan leader admired Rodrigo’s skill with a language he was not born to speak. Rodrigo had briefed me before we went in and I was to watch for those who said little but studied hard. I had ceased to be Rodrigo’s teacher and I was now his pupil. I saw the Valencian who was in command of their embassy. I saw him lean in to whisper something to one of his men who would then make some comment to Rodrigo. They were trying to bait him and attempting to draw him into a combat. I had no doubt that in any such fight Rodrigo would win but the very fact that he fought would be a defeat for he had to be a man of peace in order to continue to work with the Emir, secretly. 
 
    The Emir ended our ordeal by adopting a position of outrage that Rodrigo was arguing with his guests and he sent us from the hall to our chamber with orders to leave Zaragozan land. The joy on the Valencian delegations and those from Toledo and Badajoz was in direct contrast to the sadness from the courtiers from Zaragoza. 
 
    As we made our way back to our chambers, he wiped the sweat from his forehead. “That was as hard as the fight against Don Raoul. Their barbs were incessant.” 
 
    “I know not how you managed for their comments came one upon the other.” 
 
    He nodded, “And what did you learn?” 
 
    “The jewelled warrior from Valencia who never spoke and whose name we did not learn was the one in command.” 
 
    Rodrigo nodded, “The older man wearing green.”  
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    “Sayf al Dawla, he is Emir Abd al-Malik’s right-hand man. Some say he is the general who commands the army and is the real power in Valencia. He is the one who is pushing the Emir of Zaragoza towards war. Badajoz and Toledo can be ignored, for the time being, we will deal with them when time allows but King Ferdinand has to strike at Valencia.” 
 
    “War?” 
 
    He nodded, “If we are to allow the Emir to become our ally again then we must eliminate the threat from the east. Muhammed ibn Hassan is convinced that there is an army poised to invade Zaragoza should the Emir ally with Castile once more.” 
 
    We reached our chambers which now had four armed guards outside. This did not intimidate me for I knew the four men and I had ridden with them at Graus. They smiled and bowed to Rodrigo, “Don Rodrigo, you can sleep safely this night for we will watch!” 
 
    To the Valencians, it would look as though we were prisoners being held in confinement but the truth was that the Emir was keeping us safe from a knife in the night. 
 
    “Thank you. I am honoured.” 
 
    Once inside I turned to Abu who rose as we entered, “Well?” 
 
    “We should take a different road when we leave, lord. Some men left when we were returning from the stables. They looked to be mercenaries, Mamelukes. By my estimate, there were twelve of them and there were Christians with them as well as Muslims. I think at least one was a Mozarab. I have met these types of men before. I would not accord them the title of warrior for they are more like wolves who prey on any they see as weaker. Unless I miss my guess, they will be waiting to follow us and to ambush us.” 
 
    Rodrigo smiled, “Then it matters not which road we take, does it, Abu? We will have to fight them and the question is where we can choose to make that fight take place.” 
 
    “Make?” 
 
    “The way we travel and our preparations can force them to attack us at a place of our choosing.” He shrugged, “I have not seen that place yet but when I do then I will precipitate an attack. The important thing is that all of you,” he swept a hand around the handful of men I had brought, “know exactly what to do and that you are prepared. Jorge, I am sorry that you are with us for you are young. When we are attacked then you must not think of us but yourself.” 
 
    “I am sworn to fight for William Redbeard, Lord of Briviesca and I will fight like my brothers.” 
 
    I nodded, “And William Redbeard orders you to do as El Campeador says!” 
 
    His shoulders slumped in acceptance of my orders. 
 
    Rodrigo continued, “Abu, do these killers use bows?” 
 
    “They can but they do not normally.” 
 
    “Good, then they will have to use swords, spears and hand weapons. I am guessing that they do not wear mail, either?” 
 
    “The leader might. I recognised the warrior who commands. He is ibn Qasi and some say he was trained in the mountains of Persia where he learned skills to kill in the night.” 
 
    “Then I will not worry about his night skills for my plan is to ride to Tudela in one day. It is forty-five miles but this is winter and our horses will not have to endure the heat of the day.” He smiled at me, “You were wise to buy such good horses for your men. You have used King Ferdinand’s gold well.” He continued, “If we are attacked then it will be in daylight and we will be travelling swiftly. There are two roads to Tudela. The main road is to the south and west of the Ebro. The other means we cross the bridge and ride the small road which lies to the north and east of the Ebro. We cross the bridge at Tudela.” 
 
    I smiled for I saw the brilliance of the plan, “They will wait beyond the city to see which road we take and the bridge over the Ebro means that they will have to catch us up.” 
 
    “Aye, Will, and they will have a longer journey. Abu, you and Jorge will lead for you know this land. Will and I will ride at the rear. That means that Geoffrey will ride close to Jorge and Juan and Pedro will be close enough to help Will and I should we need them. If we are attacked, Abu, then you will take Jorge and Geoffrey up the road until you can find somewhere to ambush them for we will follow and feign retreat so that you can fall upon them. You said twelve?” He nodded, “Then odds of three to one should encourage them. I am content. Now we pray and then sleep for we shall all need God’s help on the morrow.” 
 
    What I could not know, for it was in the future, was that this crisscrossing of al-Andalus would give El Cid such a knowledge of the land that it almost became a secret weapon, for when he began his wanderings, we took paths which none could emulate. But I get ahead of myself. Rodrigo still served Prince Sancho who had yet to be betrayed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    The Emir was, without doubt, a clever man and as we were sent from his capital, he used his guards to make a show of ejecting us. The fact that they were complicit in our escape was a vital factor. The forty men rode on either side of us as they forced their way through the crowded Zaragozan streets. Nor did they stop when we reached the gates. Stern faced and with drawn weapons they escorted us to the crossroads. The main road headed north and west and the other, smaller road, led to the bridge over the Ebro. It was a Roman bridge and ancient. The leader of our escort had spoken with Rodrigo and when we reached the crossroads, he went through a show for those who watched. He pointed his sword to the bridge, “The Emir forbids you to use the fine road he has built and demands that you take the shortest road to Pamplona and Navarre! We will stay here to ensure that you do not disobey his orders.” 
 
    “And we will obey the Emir!” Rodrigo knew how to play the game. 
 
    We headed towards the bridge knowing that, in all likelihood, the men who were waiting to fall upon us were on the main road and hoping that if they had divided their forces then we, possibly, outnumbered them. The presence of the Emir’s guards would give us a head start for they effectively blocked the road to the bridge. The road to Pamplona lay beyond Tudela. Of course, Rodrigo knew that the killers could head to Tudela on the main road and arrive there at the same time as us but the uncertainty lay in the fact that we could take any one of a dozen smaller roads which lay between Zaragoza and Tudela and disappear. They would either have to follow us closely or risk losing us. Abu had told us that these mercenaries were not cheap for they delivered results. Their reputation depended upon success. 
 
    As we headed across the bridge we rode steadily. If the killers were waiting up the road, they would have had a longer journey to get ahead of us. They would have camped in the cold and while our horses had been grain-fed, they would have had poor winter grazing at best. Our horses were the best and this would be a test of horseflesh as much as it was of skill in war. Geoffrey knew his horses and riding behind Abu and Jorge he was able to advise them when to slow down and when to speed up. At the rear, Rodrigo and I refrained from looking behind us. We had prepared. Our shields hung over our backs and beneath our cloaks so that we had protection from arrows and spears in the back. We had no spears but we had our swords; not only did we have a sword hanging from our baldrics but we also had a second one in a saddle scabbard. Our helmets hung from our cantles and our coifs down our back which allowed us to use our ears. It was a cold day but not so cold that we needed our hooded cloaks about our ears. 
 
    Rodrigo had a mind which never ceased and he spoke as we rode. His words were a way of formulating his thoughts and I appreciated that he spoke them aloud for it helped me to understand him. “At least we now know that Zaragoza is not our enemy, but Valencia is. This is good, Will, for I believe that the King must attack Valencia and this road would be the best route to take.” 
 
    “But might not the Emir of Zaragoza see such an attack as a threat to his land?” I asked questions like this to improve my mind.  
 
    He shook his head, “We have an understanding and I think he is wise enough to be patient. Of course, I need to have the ear of the King and Prince Sancho for there are others who seek to undermine him and make us war with Zaragoza and I have to persuade them that our best hope is an alliance with Zaragoza. The Emir wishes to have us as an ally. Both Valencia and Toledo wish to consume Zaragoza. No, our best strategy is to make the Valencians think that we wish to fight Zaragoza but to attack them instead. It is a bold move but a necessary one. I spoke with Muhammed ibn Hassan and learned much about the taifa of Valencia; Valencia City would be too hard to take but the ports along the coast are ripe for they have few defences and our mounted knights could win the day.” 
 
    I nodded and gestured over my shoulder, “All we have to do is to escape the men who pursue us!” 
 
    “And that is why I am glad that I have you and your men with us. It would have been better to have had Iago too but this will do. If we have to fight then leave ibn Qasi to me! He is the most dangerous of our enemies and if I can slay him then the others may well lose heart.” 
 
    We travelled for an incident-free fifteen miles and then stopped. It was a quiet road and there were few settlements. We did not need food and so we used the river which ran close to the road to water our horses. Jorge had the best eyes and it was he who spotted our pursuers. They looked to be two or three miles behind us and were riding hard. He looked worried when he told us, but Rodrigo smiled, “And that is good for they are thrashing their horses while ours are not yet lathered. Let us mount but we keep the same pace. Geoffrey, you have done well thus far. If I give the command then we move forward just a little quicker. Do not try to gallop.” 
 
    “Aye, lord.” 
 
    This time it was even harder not to turn around and we made another five miles before we heard the sound of their hooves. “Geoffrey!” As he spoke Rodrigo looked over his shoulder as did I. The mercenaries were half a mile behind us. The leader, ibn Qasi, was not at the fore for he was recognisable by his fine helmet and mail and we could see him at the back where he would avoid an ambush and be able to direct his men. From what we had learned from Abu he was obviously a cunning leader who would disregard the lives of his men. If they died, he would have less money to pay out. As we turned back, I saw that Geoffrey, Abu and Jorge were twenty paces ahead of us and Pedro and Juan were too. I was not worried as I knew what was in Rodrigo’s mind. Our two horses were the best that we had and we could catch up whenever we chose. To our pursuers, it would look as though we were panicking and our servants were leaving us. They would be eager to close with us. 
 
    Rodrigo glanced behind a little later and said, “They are within striking distance.” He shouted, “Abu, make an ambush! Juan and Pedro, on my command we turn and charge them!”  
 
    I pulled up my coif and held my helmet. This time I glanced around and saw that they were just three hundred paces behind us and gaining but, in their haste, five of their men were lagging behind the others. I donned my helmet and then drew my sword. I kissed the crosspiece and asked God for his help. As we slowed our horses, making our enemies think we were tiring, so they closed even more as they eagerly hurried to catch us.  
 
    “We turn to the right! Hit them and then turn again to head down the road!” 
 
    We all chorused, “Aye, lord!” 
 
    Rodrigo left nothing to chance. By all turning the same way we avoided collisions and accidents. I could hear the thundering of their hooves as they closed with us. 
 
    “Now!” 
 
    As we turned, I saw that their horses were lathered and that they were riding hard. Although they had weapons in their hands, they were also trying to control their horses which were struggling. We were four abreast and they were two. I swung at the Mameluke who had a mail vest over his padded jacket. My sword was longer than his and it bit through the mail and knocked him from his saddle before his could even get close. Rodrigo did even better: the warrior he hit in the neck lost his head, quite literally and, as it flew through the air, I saw broad and slow, the warrior from Pamplona. He and his shield brothers had tried to kill me and failed. They had sworn vengeance on me. Was that why he was here? He was behind ibn Qasi, but his presence set in motion a whole series of thoughts and worries about who else might be involved in this conspiracy. Juan and Pedro struck the next two men and Rodrigo shouted, “Now!” 
 
    We turned, again, to the right and as we left the enemy stationary, sheathed our swords. I looked under my arm as we rode and saw that our attack had had the effect of slowing and bunching them. They milled around until their leader shouted and waved his sword and they raced after us. We were unhurt and now Rodrigo allowed our horses the chance to open their legs. We had to re-establish a gap between us and the killers.  
 
    Rodrigo looked ahead and I knew what he was doing. He was looking for the place Abu would have chosen for his ambush. To the right of us, steep slopes rose to the high ground and it was impassable but there were shrubs and scrubby trees clinging for life there. To our left was a very short gap to the river. It was flat and devoid of any vegetation. Abu would have chosen somewhere on the steep slope but it would have to be somewhere which had some cover and was flat enough for the horses. I spied it at the same time as Rodrigo who shouted, “Half a mile up the road is Abu. We ride fifty paces past and then turn. I will shout!” 
 
    Unless you knew that Abu, Geoffrey and Jorge would be hiding you could not have seen them but it was the only place where three men and horses could hide and Abu was too good a warrior to miss it. Even as we passed them, I could barely see them and had not Berber whinnied as we hurtled by I might have missed seeing the three of them and their mounts. Rodrigo was counting on the fact that our pursuers who had now lost at least two men would think that the odds were in their favour still and would be desperate to get to us. What they would not expect would be a flank attack. We began to rein in to make a gentler stop for our horses. When Rodrigo shouted, “Now!” we were all ready and we turned as one.  
 
    The mercenaries were less than a hundred paces from us and seeing us stop drew their weapons and urged their exhausted horses on for one more attack. I drew my sword and my dagger. I would guide Berber with my knees and heels. The attack from the flank surprised even me. The three of them used slings. I had expected they would have charged with swords at the rear of the column but Abu was a cleverer warrior than I had given him credit for. At thirty paces a slingshot could be deadly, even if it struck mail or even a helmet. In addition, they were throwing from the side and there a warrior’s defences, including his helmet, were marginally weaker. Three men were hit and one fell from the saddle while the other two reeled. They had no idea whence came the missiles and their momentum carried them past the ambush. The slingshots whirled again and hit the last three men in the column. Then we had no time to admire for we had to fight.  
 
    Rodrigo shouted, “Charge!” and spurred Babieca. The odds were now in our favour for five men were down and at least four were carrying wounds. As he had told me, Rodrigo went for the best warrior, their leader, and I urged Berber towards broad and slow; he was my enemy and I would end this blood feud. For his part, he was keen to get to me and he swung his sword wildly at me as he charged. I had a good horse who was not tired and broad and slow’s horse was so lathered that it could barely stand. Neither of us had shields on our arms but I had a dagger and I flicked aside his wild and swashing blow with my weapon and swung my sword at his side. It bit into him but he was a big man and it did not kill him, not immediately, anyway. As he rode beyond me, I used my knees to turn Berber and, riding behind him I hit his other side where my blade sliced into flesh and drew blood; he tumbled from his saddle. He rolled from the road and lay on his back in the shallows of the river. He was either dead or mortally wounded. 
 
    I heard the sound of Rodrigo’s blade cracking into the Moorish leader as he fought Ibn Qasi. I turned and saw that it was almost over. Juan had killed his man and five men, three obviously wounded, were lumbering on weakened horses back down the road to Zaragoza. Rodrigo fought and we watched; we would not interfere in the bout, Rodrigo needed no help and would not thank us for an intervention. Abu led my other two men to gather the horses while Juan and I watched the champion of Castile fighting a deadly killer. This was a battle between one who fought as a knight and one who did all that he could to kill! 
 
    They were both mailed and the Muslim had a good sword but Tizona was better and as the two blades rang together and sparks flew, I saw that Rodrigo had nicked the edge of the mercenary’s sword with his better blade. Rodrigo had incredibly quick hands and his next strike almost caught the mercenary. While I had been fighting broad and slow Rodrigo must have been wearing down the mercenary. Although ibn Qasi blocked the strike from Tizona, the edge of El Cid’s sword caught the mercenary in the side. Rodrigo whirled his hands and it was a mesmerizing blur of steel. The would-be killer seemed disorientated and he blocked fresh air as Tizona went beneath his guard and tore through mail, the warrior’s padded undershirt and into his flesh. Rodrigo sawed the blade across and it exaggerated the wound. Ibn Qasi must have known he was dying but he still tried to strike at Rodrigo who blocked the blow with his shield and then gave ibn Qasi a merciful death and took his head. 
 
    It was typical of Rodrigo that his first thoughts were for his men. “Are any of you hurt?” 
 
    I had already ascertained that we were not, “We are all whole and Abu and the others are collecting the horses.” Juan and Pedro had dismounted and were stripping and searching the bodies. “Throw their corpses in the river.” 
 
    I dismounted and walked to the riverbank where broad and slow lay. I saw his chest moving telling me, amazingly, that he was still alive. I did not sheath my sword for although I knew he was dying he might try to take me with him. His eyes opened as my feet crunched on the stones which lay along the side of the road. He gave me a rueful smile and a trickle of blood ran down his cheek. “You are ever my bane, Redbeard! I was certain that I could kill you and end my run of bad luck!” 
 
    I nodded, “And now you run with mercenaries and killers. Did you desert Don Gonzalo?” 
 
    He was slow in mind as well as movement and I saw his eyes flicker before he lied to me, “There was more money here.” 
 
    “You are as poor a liar as you are a warrior. You are still working for Don Gonzalo and that concerns me. What is his plan?” 
 
    The broad and slow warrior had courage and more strength than I might have expected. He rolled and threw himself in the river. His mail coif and boots dragged him straight under. I went to the riverbank, but I could not see him. As I looked downstream, I saw his body floating face down. He was dead and I would learn no more. 
 
    Rodrigo walked Babieca over to me, “What is it, Will?” 
 
    He knew of the attack in Pamplona and I added the other details. He nodded, “So, is Don Gonzalo working alone or is he acting under Prince Alfonso’s orders?” He was talking to himself and not me and so I did not answer. He rubbed his chin and then nodded, “We keep this between us and we watch Don Gonzalo. Prince Sancho and the King would need more evidence to investigate further.” 
 
    I nodded and said, ruefully, “But, if I was a knight, then my word would be good enough?” 
 
    Rodrigo and I had no secrets and no lies between us, “Probably.” 
 
    I nodded, “Then the King and his kingdom may be in danger because I have no spurs. How ironic!” 
 
    He laughed and put his arm around my shoulders, “And you and I will continue to do what we do because that is who we are and we cannot change the warrior within!” 
 
    We had gained six horses. More than that we had gained a great number of coins for the mercenaries had been paid and they carried their booty with them. Rodrigo insisted that it be shared between my men and me. He was happy with the horse, sword and mail of ibn Qasi. I had no doubt that the ones who survived would spread the word of the death of their leader. The battle would enhance the reputation of El Campeador. 
 
    We stayed in Tudela as our weary horses meant we could go no further. As we ate in the inn Rodrigo decided that we would rise late the next day and ride just a short distance to Alfaro. “I know that you will be keen to get back to Briviesca, but we need to get to the King with this news as soon as possible. I know that it is winter, but the King needs to be ready to take an army to war; to sit back would invite our enemies to gather and to attack us. We should go on the offensive!” 
 
    I nodded, “You know that my fate is tied to yours, Don Rodrigo. As much as I wish to go home it is more important that I ride with you.” I laughed, “It is not as if I have a woman to return to.” 
 
    “You should marry, Will!” 
 
    I shook my head, “My mother died because my father was a warrior who plied his trade with his sword. My work as a warrior is not done. Don Raoul has found a wife and he is almost an old man. I will have time enough when my work as a warrior is over.” 
 
    How was I to know that my work as a warrior would go on beyond the life of El Cid? 
 
    It took another ten days for us to reach the King’s palace. It was a hard ride for winter suddenly descended upon the roads making them treacherous. It was fortunate that we had the spare horses and we were able to save Babieca and Berber. Jorge relished the journey for this was what he had craved when he had lived in Sangalhos. He was riding behind the greatest warrior in Spain, he had a full purse and new weapons taken from the dead. I was not training him at the pel or with the quintain, but this experience was invaluable. Geoffrey, too, had come on in leaps and bounds. Abu was good for them both. His decision to use their slingshots at the ambush had been pure genius. In his case, he had little choice but he knew that having Geoffrey and Jorge use them would give them the confidence they needed. I was pleased that the maimed Moor had come into my service. 
 
    That we were not only expected but anticipated showed me that the King and Prince Sancho had great faith in El Campeador. I was not sure if I would be admitted to their presence, but Rodrigo gave them no opportunity to refuse and I walked behind him into the small antechamber where Prince Sancho and his father waited. His steward, Raimundo, was also present and I saw that he had a wax tablet and that he would take notes. 
 
    There was no seat for me and so I stood behind Don Rodrigo. In many ways that helped as I became almost invisible and I was ignored by the King and his son. El Campeador began to speak and I could not help but admire the way he spoke so calmly and with such order that everything he said made perfect sense. Where he speculated, he let the King and the Prince know that. When he had almost finished, he said, “I brought Will Redbeard here for a number of reasons; not least that he is the most loyal subject of Castile. However, the main reason is that he recognised one of the mercenaries who attacked us. He was a Christian.” I saw that sinking in and then he added, “but there is more, Will…” 
 
    Having heard Rodrigo’s endorsement of me made it slightly easier for me to speak and I just told the truth. “One of the men I killed served Don Gonzalo Ordóñez.” I looked at the Prince. “Do you remember, Prince Sancho, in Pamplona when I was attacked?” 
 
    “Vaguely…” To Prince Sancho I was unimportant for I was not a knight and he had probably forgotten the incident as soon as he had left the city. 
 
    “There was one of Don Gonzalo’s men, he was short, broad and did not move very quickly. He was with the mercenaries.” 
 
    The Prince said, quickly, “He could have left Don Gonzalo’ service.” 
 
    “I looked in his eyes and knew that he still worked for Don Gonzalo.” 
 
    King Ferdinand looked confused and Rodrigo added, “Don Gonzalo’s cousin is Prince Alfonso’s armiger.” 
 
    “Ah, then this is delicate. We cannot afford to have dissension at this time. We will assume that my son is right and that the man left the service of Don Gonzalo. From what you say, Rodrigo, we are surrounded by enemies and they are like wolves gathering around a dying animal. You have shown us that you are a warrior who is older than his years. What would your advice be?” 
 
    I stepped back to become a piece of furniture once more as he began, “The Emir cannot appear to pay the tribute for it would incite rebellion fostered by Valencia and Toledo. You have stated publicly that you want the tribute to be paid and you have to do something, or it will encourage your enemies. I have spoken with the Emir and, privately, he is happy to pay the tribute, but you need to rid his borders of enemies first. If we head down the Ebro valley it will look as though we threaten Zaragoza but we carry on and raid Valencia. They have a military presence in Zaragoza and our attack would draw them from the Emir and give him the chance to pay tribute.” 
 
    The King nodded, “A bold plan. What think you, Sancho?” 
 
    “We have yet to be defeated, father, and this will ensure that all the taifas pay us tribute, including Valencia. They have yet to taste our steel.” 
 
    He nodded, “Then I will consider it. Rodrigo, Castile owes you much.” 
 
    “And William Redbeard?” 
 
    The King looked surprised that I was being included but he generously nodded, “And William Redbeard. Come again at Easter, Rodrigo, and we will give you our decision. It goes without saying,” he was looking directly at me and his words offended me, “that this goes no further than this chamber. If I hear that Don Gonzalo has wind of this conversation then I know where to look.” 
 
    As we left the room, I was red and I was angry. Rodrigo put his arm around me, “I am sorry. He is the King but he is wrong.” It softened the blow but did not ease the pain. 
 
    And so I led my men home and did not see Rodrigo for several weeks. I was able to put the forthcoming war from my mind as Maria now insisted that Geoffrey and Isabella be wed and that I attend this time. I had known, from my conversations with my horse master, that Geoffrey and Isabella wished to wed but they were waiting for the right time. Isabella was younger than Anna and Maria did not wish another wedding with a pregnant bride! I went along with it and they were married four weeks after we returned home. Rodrigo and Álvar arrived a week or so later and they brought with them six young men, mounted and with weapons. 
 
    Rodrigo beamed, “We have brought some would-be warriors for you to train.” He dismounted and swept a hand across them, “They are all keen to be warriors and to be trained by Will Redbeard.” 
 
    “Then you are all welcome!” I turned to Rodrigo, “And whence did they come?” 
 
    “These are the sons of men who are not nobles. Some are from Álvar’s estate while others are from mine.” 
 
    I held his gaze, “And why do you do this?” 
 
    Rodrigo could never look guilty but I saw in his eyes an ulterior motive, not a malicious one but a hidden reason and I would know it. 
 
    “You only have one, Jorge, to train and you will need more men in the coming war. They have horses and weapons already for Álvar and I have provided them.” 
 
    It suddenly came to me, “It is the King’s insult. You wish to make up for it.” 
 
    He could not deceive me, “You are my friend, Will, and this cannot hurt, can it?” 
 
    I smiled, “No it cannot and if you and Álvar have chosen them then they will be good lads. There will be war then?” 
 
    “The King sent for me a week after you left and confirmed that he and Prince Sancho would be going to war with Valencia.” 
 
    “But not Prince Alfonso and Prince Garcia?” 
 
    “They have left their father’s court to go to their estates.” He shrugged, “We do not need them.” 
 
    “But it does not bode well for the future, Don Rodrigo. It shows that the royal family is not united and if there is a weakness then it can be exploited.” Sometimes I had premonitions which I could not explain. I put them down to my Norse blood. I had one then which I dismissed. It was the last time I ignored such a premonition. 
 
    It was good to see Álvar again. He and I always got on for he seemed to like my company and that of my men. Rodrigo did but when on campaign or in the company of kings and princes then he was always whisked away from us. “Are you married yet, Don Álvar?” 
 
    “Not yet and there is time enough for that.” 
 
    Rodrigo laughed, “He has some comely young women on his estate and has sired a daughter already.” 
 
    “Cousin!” 
 
    “It is true and you know that we can trust Will here. He knows all of our secrets, Álvar!” 
 
    “So, let us see these young men! Iago, we have guests!” Iago and the men were in the gyrus. 
 
    I knew that Maria would have seen Rodrigo from the hall and would already be preparing rooms. Since his last unexpected arrival, she kept one chamber in readiness for unexpected guests. Álvar had spoiled her perfect plan. 
 
    Rodrigo and Álvar congratulated Iago on his marriage as the six young men lined up. 
 
    The six young men looked nervous as Iago and my men approached them. My men looked like brutes; they were not but their rugged appearance and huge size intimidated those that they met. When you worked every day at the pel or at the quintain then you developed huge muscles and a broad chest. The six young men looked like spear shafts in comparison. On the battlefield this suited us but when we rode into a new town or inn then men shifted uncomfortably expecting trouble. They were all, like me, scarred and our visages showed the battles and the fights we had fought. 
 
    Álvar began and as he spoke about the first two young men, he put his arm on their shoulders. I could tell that these young men had a bond with Álvar for he spoke well of each of them. “This is Stephano, and his father is the weaponsmith on my estate. As you can see, he has muscles which will grow into young oaks!” 
 
    I nodded, “Welcome, and you do not wish to follow your father in his noble trade?” 
 
    “No, lord, for I have neither the skill nor the eye for such a trade but I know how to wield a sword.” 
 
    “Then welcome.” 
 
    “This is Juan, the son of Garcia, my steward. He does not have the patience to be a servant.” 
 
    I frowned, “But does he have the patience to train for hours at the pel?” I turned to Jorge, “Jorge, tell Juan here of your day.” 
 
    He nodded, “I rise before dawn and tend to the horses with Geoffrey. When that is done, I have my breakfast before Master Iago takes me to the pel where I work for two hours striking the wooden pel until my shoulders burn. Then I have my riding lessons from the horse master, Geoffrey. After we eat, I repeat the same until it grows dark and I tend to the horses again and then I sleep.” 
 
    I nodded, “If any of you think this is not for you then now is the time to say for this will be your life until you are a warrior.” 
 
    They all nodded. 
 
    Álvar and Rodrigo went to the next boy together and it was Rodrigo who spoke. “This is Sebastian and he is an orphan we found begging in León. We hired him to have him as a servant but once he began to eat regularly, we saw that he was bigger than we first thought and he has some skill. He would rather be a warrior than a servant.” 
 
    I nodded my welcome as Rodrigo moved on to the next one, “This is Christos. You knew his uncle, Pablo. His father stayed at Vivar after we left for he was working the fields else he would have come. His parents both died two winters ago and my father would have thrown him from the estate as a useless mouth but my mother forbade it. She brought him to me and I saw the potential.” 
 
    He went to the last two and it was obvious that they were twins, “These are brothers, Raoul and Raimundo. Their father worked on my estate but a tree he was felling took his life and his mother…” he shook his head and his eyes begged me not to ask more, “They are good lads and they begged for the chance to become warriors.” 
 
    Of the two, Raoul was the more confident and he boldly spoke up, “Lord, our father died of an accident and we would rather be warriors where, if death comes, there is a purpose to it. God took our mother and we know not why.” I saw, in his eyes, the doubt about his faith. We now had a priest on the estate and I would ask Father Paulo to speak to them. A warrior had to believe in God for he was always just the thickness of a blade away from meeting him. 
 
    “You are all welcome and your training begins now. Geoffrey, Iago, show them how we stable our horses and where to store their war gear. Today I leave them to you and tomorrow their training begins in earnest.” 
 
    “Aye, lord, come on, young fellows, let us teach you the right way to do all things for we serve William Redbeard and he has high standards!” 
 
    Iago had always been a good man but since he had married, he had mellowed. Anna was with child and Iago saw himself as a father. The warrior had changed and while he could still fight his priorities would change. He was a father! All would be well.  
 
    As we walked to the hall Rodrigo said, “If it is not inconvenient, we would both like to stay here for a week to see how the young men fare.” 
 
    I nodded, “Of course.” 
 
    Álvar added, “And we would train with you too.” 
 
    I stopped in surprise, “What can you learn from me? You are both knights beyond compare.” 
 
    Rodrigo said, “We can learn to fight like Iago, Juan and Pedro, not to mention you. I watched you on the road to Tudela and you slew your man with two blows. You are not a knight, Will, but you know how to kill. When you trained us as young men you gave us strength and you gave us the skills to become knights. Now you need to give us the skills which come from your blood.” He smiled, “When you stood on Salamanca’s walls and took on what seemed like the whole garrison, we all thought you dead but you survived. That is what we must do so that when we are outnumbered, we will still win!” 
 
    Maria was both annoyed and honoured that we had such distinguished guests. She was annoyed for she was aware that the rest of us did not have high standards and she did not wish to embarrass herself and, I think, me by some mistake with cutlery. She was delighted because she had watched Rodrigo from when he had been a child. She had helped Lady Isabelle to wash him and change him. He was like her second son and that he had risen so far thrilled her. 
 
    By the end of the week, I was exhausted. With seven young men to train as well as Rodrigo and Álvar, there were not enough hours in the day. I had thought I had taught the two of them all that there was to know and so I used a new approach. We did not wear mail and we did not use our normal swords. I made them fight me and Iago with the wooden practice swords. Heavier and more unwieldy than a real sword they made you think how to use them and that honed the mind. Álvar’s hands were not as quick as the others and so he had to use his feet more. Constant training on the backs of horses meant that both men learned to use their knees and heels to make their horses respond as quickly as possible. Inevitably it led to injuries, that was in the nature of training for war. That they were not edged weapons merely meant that there were fewer serious cuts but skin was still broken and limbs were bruised. 
 
    As they parted from us Rodrigo was grinning, “When I return to Prince Sancho, he will think that we were brawling in Briviesca.” 
 
    I laughed, “Which of course you were for Prince Sancho thinks me a peasant anyway!” 
 
    Rodrigo’s face became serious, “Do not let those thoughts become a burden which you carry upon your back. I know of no other who has the respect which you do. Don Raoul, Muhammed ibn Hassan, all of them rate you more highly than almost any other warrior in Spain and they are both great warriors in their own lands.” 
 
    “And I do not let it worry me for I can do nothing about it. I am wealthy and I have good friends. I am a loyal Castilian although not born of Castile and I could go to my maker now knowing that I have never been forsworn.” 
 
    “Good, then all is well.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    In the middle of May we left, officially for Zaragoza although, in reality, we were heading for the taifa of Valencia. The King had let all of his lords know that he was unhappy that Zaragoza had failed to pay their annual tribute and he intended to extract it from, as he put it, ‘those Muslims who oppose us’. It was clever wording for it told the Emir that if he did not fight us then he would not be attacked. It showed the importance of Rodrigo for he had set in place the subterfuge which would help us to appease Zaragoza whilst eliminating the threat of Valencia. His reading of warriors and generals in the past helped us, for he learned how others had succeeded when fighting against similar enemies. When I spoke with Rodrigo, I discovered that he had sent his blind servant, Hassan ibn Hassan, and Pablo to Zaragoza to deliver the message both secretly and personally so that there could be no doubt about our intentions. 
 
    We rode just behind Álvar and the knights who would guard the Prince. It was an honour, but it was also a sound move for it meant that Rodrigo would have our protection. I still remembered Prince Sancho’s first command when his mistake in using Berber scouts almost cost him his life at the bridge. Since that time, he had always tried to keep me close to him. The seven young warriors whom we had recently taken on were not with us for they were relegated to the baggage with Abu and Geoffrey but the fact that the four of us were so close to Prince Sancho made them even more determined than ever to match the high standards we had set. Each night, when we camped, they plagued us with questions about the campaign and what the great and the good had said. Iago was the most patient of us and he answered those which he was able to. Now that his first child was about to be born he had changed and he had become their mentor and taken on the role occupied, when he was alive, by my foster father. They seemed to want to know everything and thought that we must be privy to the Prince’s plans; we were not. 
 
    Riding with Rodrigo and Álvar I learned that Rodrigo’s plan had been adopted. He had modified it in light of our escape. He realised that the road we had used was too small for our army and we used one further north along the higher ground. It made more sense for there were fewer places from which we could be ambushed and also it meant that we were closer to Valencia. 
 
    We headed through Huesca. While an important city which also had rich silver mines, it was not well defended and the governor of the city wisely opened his gates to allow King Ferdinand in. It meant that the King, the Prince and their knights were housed in the city whilst we were relegated with the bulk of the army to camp outside. It was not pleasant for this was summer and it was hot. We also had thunderstorms and unseasonal rain which made our lives fairly miserable. For myself and my senior men, this was just something to be endured but the seven young warriors were more than unhappy at the discomfort as they had never campaigned before. I had fitted them out with clothes for Maria had insisted but I had not anticipated the rain. While my veterans and I had oiled cloaks, they did not and they were damp and bedraggled as we headed towards the coast. 
 
    The King had taken tribute from the rich city of Huesca and he repeated that with the towns of Lleida and Cambrils which also accepted our presence. His plan was working, or rather Rodrigo’s plan was working. He was not called El Campeador without good reason. The King had scouts out and they were carefully chosen for we did not want to run into an enemy ambush. It was a wise precaution for as we neared the coast and the Taifa of Valencia they spotted an army led by Sayf al Dawla. It was a well thought out move on the part of the Valencians as we were still in Zaragoza and we would not be fighting on Valencian soil. That it suited us was clear when I attended a meeting with the King, the Prince and his leaders. Their faces were filled, not with fear, but joy that the Valencians had risen to the bait. We rode through a narrow pass in a land devoid of people; we had not seen any settlement of any size since we had taken Cambrils and headed inland to avoid a swampy area of land between the mountains and the sea. Rodrigo and I did not know this land, at the time, and we relied on local scouts. Abu knew the area and proved very helpful. 
 
    When we were all at the meeting and we began it was not the King who spoke. To me, he did not look to be a well man and I wondered if the rain through which we had ridden had affected the fifty-year-old King. It was Prince Sancho who gave the lords their instructions. Gone was the reckless young warrior whose life I had saved at the Battle of Atapuerca, in his place was Sancho the Strong, a confident general and leader of men. 
 
    “My father and I have spoken at length with my Armiger, Rodrigo de Vivar, and we are in agreement. The Valencians are waiting for us on the coast. They have brought their horse archers and their askari but the bulk of their army is made up of men on foot. They have chosen to defend a long and deep gully which runs from the sea to the mountains, it is a barracho, and they think that they are secure with it to protect them. They are not! Our scouts have reported that the ground is not suitable for knights to charge as it is covered in low bushes and scrub. We do not think that Sayf al Dawla wishes to fight. He wants us to retrace our steps into the mountains and return home with our tails between our legs and that would be a victory for him. We will show him that we are not dogs.”  
 
    I saw him glance at me and my heart sank. I knew that I would be used, once more. 
 
    “El Campeador has devised a clever strategy. We have with us many horsemen who are not knights and yet fight almost as well as knights. You have all seen William Redbeard fight and you know of his skill and courage. More importantly, the Moors know of him and his reputation. They see him as a warlord and we will use that knowledge to defeat them. He will lead all of the men who are not knights and he will engage their horse archers. We wish to draw their archers and their askari onto the lances of our knights who will be waiting at our own battle lines. It is unlikely that the Valencians will follow William Redbeard when he retreats and so we must make them believe that he is acting recklessly. To reinforce that ruse El Campeador will ride bareheaded to order William Redbeard and his men back to our lines. To capture the twin prizes of William Redbeard and El Campeador, Sayf al Dawla will order his men to pursue. I will lead the knights of Castile in a counter charge and we will negate the barracho!”  
 
    Everyone cheered but I saw some of the young knights I had trained like Don Juan of Burgos and Don Iago of Astorga looking at me with concern. It was a risky business for Moorish horse archers were highly skilled and while my men had the tijfaf to protect our horses, some of the others whom I would be leading did not. The men to whom the Prince referred were not nobles but aspired to be them. Some were the young warriors who followed Prince Sancho and were being trained to be knights and others were the sons of merchants and rich men who could afford a warhorse and mail. Some were the rich men. I knew that all of the men I would be leading would have mail and good weapons, but I did not know how they would fight. I had to confess that it was a clever plan, for as none of the warriors I would lead had banners then the enemy would know we were not knights and, as such, think that we were easier to defeat. 
 
    As I made my way back to my camp Rodrigo and Álvar joined me; Rodrigo’s tone told me he was embarrassed, “Will, I should have warned you before the meeting of the plan. I am sorry.” 
 
    “It is your plan then? For I thought it was a plan of Prince Sancho’s so that he risked peasants and not his nobles!” 
 
    Rodrigo looked at me sternly, “I have told you before, none of that! It is my plan and I will not risk your lives unnecessarily. I chose you to lead because I know that you will follow all of my instructions to the letter. The Prince gave an outline only. Let me come to your camp so that I can explain it to you and your men in detail. Then we will go together and tell the men whom you shall lead what is expected of them!” 
 
    I owed it to Rodrigo to listen, but I was not confident that the plan would succeed. Our small camp was almost separate from the rest. We were close to Rodrigo and Álvar but closer to the horse lines. My men all stood when we walked into the camp for Rodrigo was El Campeador. 
 
    “Sit, my friends, while I explain to you all that you will be doing tomorrow.” He looked pointedly at my seven acolytes, “All of you!” 
 
    It was then that I realised he was also risking my young, untrained warriors. I had trained Rodrigo to be a warrior but I did not understand his mind. I think that no one could ever, truly, grasp the mind that was Rodrigo de Vivar. They sat and all of them, Iago included, gave their full attention to El Campeador. 
 
    “Tomorrow you will all play a part in a deception which, hopefully, will win the battle for us.” The seven youngest grinned. “We want the world to believe that William Redbeard is a reckless fool for he will lead a host of wild horsemen to charge the enemy horsemen.” The grins left their faces and Iago, Juan and Pedro looked shocked. “I will add fuel to that fire by riding towards you and ordering you to retreat so that the enemy, when you flee in apparent terror, will hurtle after you and, I have no doubt, me, too. You will lead them onto the lances and spears of our knights.” He looked at me. “I intend that you get no closer than one hundred and fifty paces from the enemy and when you flee your men can gallop as hard as they like.” I nodded for I knew that our mail and tijfaf would prevent too many injuries and, I hoped, no losses. “Now, Will and I will meet with the other men he will lead. Know that I chose you to lead this attack because I know your mettle and I know that you can pull this off.” 
 
    I had no time to speak to my men. I would do that later and I would refine Rodrigo’s orders, for my men at least. 
 
    The one hundred and ten men I would lead were not of the same mind as I and they were delighted to have been chosen. The rich men and the rich men’s sons had expected to be on the periphery of any fighting while the young would-be knights were delighted to be given the chance for glory and, perhaps, the chance of spurs. All remembered Salamanca and the knighting of six young warriors. 
 
    After they had been briefed, Rodrigo led me back to my camp. “Babieca will draw the Moors to me. I am the one who will be at risk.” 
 
    I shook my head, “It is a good plan, but you are wrong, for although Babieca will draw the enemy we both know that he can get you out of trouble faster than any other horse. Others will be at risk but not you. I will try to minimise the losses but I know that we will lose men. If we win the battle then that is a worthwhile trade but if not…” 
 
    “We will win. Of course, we cannot use this trick again but for this battle, it is worth the risk.” 
 
    And, as I walked alone to my men, I knew that I would have taken the risk for no other man and certainly not a king or a prince! 
 
    Back at my camp, I refined the plan. The seven young warriors would ride in the third rank and would wear their shields over their backs. Abu and Geoffrey would ride with them and they were given the instructions to precipitate the flight. To be honest, it was what the Valencians would expect. It was myself and my three warriors riding at the fore who were at the greatest risk for my reputation told the Moors that, like Rodrigo, I was no coward. 
 
    “Iago, find the weaponsmith. I would have aventails attached to our helmets. We will be the closest to the Berber archers and whatever extra protection we can have is worthwhile.” 
 
    “Aye, lord. The plan will work for we have seen it before. When men flee then the enemy follow. It is the same plan which we used when we were raiding Badajoz.” 
 
    “I know and then we buried cubs.” I gave him a savage reminder of the price of failure. 
 
    We rose early for we had to be in place before the knights. Rodrigo was hiding the knights. We formed up on the high ground which lay half a mile from the gully. The foot soldiers appeared before us and they planted pavise and spears. By the time the sun began to rise in the east my line of one hundred and ten expendables were spread out in a rough and loose looking line; we looked like a warband. The foot behind us would only be glimpsed. The knights were walking their horses and, as we began our reckless charge, they would walk through the pavise and mount, ready to counter charge. By then Rodrigo hoped that all attention would be upon him. 
 
    As we readied ourselves before the men on foot, I looked down the line to see if our orders were being obeyed. It looked like they were and we had gaps between our riders as well as some who were ahead of others. We did not look like disciplined Christian knights; we looked like a warband of wild bandits. I transferred my gaze to the enemy. They had their askari in two blocks: one was closer to the sea and guarded the eastern flank while the other block was to the west. Before them, they had a thin screen of more than two hundred horse archers. I wondered how Rodrigo had known they would form up in that way. It made my task easier. We would charge the men on the western end of the line which would draw the Berber archers across towards us and some would arrive faster than others; that, in turn, meant that they would be more likely to follow us when we fled. I had chosen a spear, as had my three men. Most of the others had chosen lances but I wanted something that I could throw if I had to. Although the start of this battle was down to me, I had to ensure that I drew the enemy close enough to me so that the knights could quickly close with them as well as threatening the foot soldiers. As soon as we began our charge then all attention would be upon us and no one would worry what was happening behind us. 
 
    I saw Álvar raise his sword and knew that all were in place. Raising my spear, I shouted, “For God and King Ferdinand! Let us drive these heathens from our land!” 
 
    The roar which greeted my words impressed even me and I had been expecting it. I dug my heels into Killer and he leapt forward. I was not worried that any would overtake me for Killer simply would not allow it. I pointed towards the Moors left flank and glanced down the ragged line. Every warrior was playing his part and screaming as though he was a barbarian. Would they have enough control to obey my orders? Only time would tell but if they did not then they would be dead. Rodrigo’s plan only worked if every man obeyed his orders. The Berber horse archers reacted the quickest, as I had expected they would. Without using their hands, they urged their horses to ride to the aid of the two hundred askari warriors on the Valencian left flank. We were now a formation which resembled a hunting arrow. I was the tip and the two sides echeloned behind me. My three best warriors flanked me and I hoped that my seven young warriors along with Abu and Geoffrey were tucked behind the second rank. 
 
    I heard the horn. That meant that El Campeador was on his way and, of course, we ignored the horn for it was a ruse. I slowed Killer a little for as much as I wanted the plan to work, I wanted as few losses as possible. Arrows came at us but I had chosen the enemy left to attack so that our shields were on our left and we had more protection. Arrows began to land, but as the Berber archers were riding at speed and they were not sending volleys it would have taken a really lucky strike to hurt us. Even so, one arrow hit my shield and another struck Killer’s tijfaf but neither did harm. It was almost time to begin to turn but I needed to hear Rodrigo’s voice to pull off the deception. 
 
    And then it all began to go wrong. Of course, it was obvious that it could and that I would be unable to do anything about it. I had slowed Killer for I could hear those around me had slowed too. I raised my sword to halt the line and begin to turn us around but three of the young warriors from Bilbao were too excited or, perhaps, too reckless. Instead of slowing, they began to speed up and before I could order the line to turn around, I saw the three young warriors plough into the leading archers. I say three warriors, but it was their horses which did so for one was thrown from his saddle by two arrows and a second was hit. He and the last of the reckless warriors were cut down by the spears of the askaris. Even then it was not a disaster but when some of the warriors who had come from Bilbao tried to take their own vengeance on the killers of their friends then I knew I had to take command. Standing in my stirrups I shouted, “Fall back!” 
 
    Even as I shouted, a shower of arrows came in my direction. Three hit my shield and four struck Killer’s tijfaf but none drew blood and I knew that I had been lucky. I turned a wilful Killer to begin the ride back to our lines, aware that Rodrigo was now almost next to me. As I turned, I saw that almost all of my men had obeyed me. I shouted to Iago, “Get them all back now and I shall watch with Don Rodrigo.” 
 
    “Aye, lord!” Soon he would be a father again and Iago obeyed me. I could not abandon the foolish young men I had left and I wheeled Killer to try to save some of them. I lowered my spear and, instead of turning to ride to safety, rode at the askari who were skewering the reckless young warriors from Bilbao who had disobeyed me. Arrows thudded into my shield and Killer’s tijfaf but they lessened as I neared the askari who were so intent on butchering the young men that the first they knew of my arrival was when my spear was rammed into one’s back. I reared Killer whose hooves clattered onto a second and my spear found the face of a Moor who had turned to see whence came the danger. 
 
    In the hiatus of the moment, I shouted to the three survivors, “Ride!” 
 
    Even as they turned, I wondered if I had left it too late when suddenly Rodrigo and Babieca charged into the Moors and Tizona sent two from their saddles. I threw my spear into the chest of a plumed leader as Rodrigo slew another and then he shouted, “Now, we can go!” 
 
    Our sudden frenzied assault had ignited the anger in the Valencian warriors and I heard their frenetic drumbeats as they ordered their charge. Babieca and Killer knew each other well and they took off like greyhounds. Soon we would catch the three Bilbaoans who were urging their weary horses back to safety. Two of the young warriors were wounded and I wondered if they would survive. I had more to worry about than them for the eager Moors were just ten paces behind Rodrigo and myself. 
 
    Rodrigo seemed joyous and his eyes sparkled as he unloosed his ventail and shouted, “Well the plan appears to be working! It seems that they are keen to get the two of us!” 
 
    I glanced under my arm and saw that not only were the askari and the archers chasing us but the men on foot had joined and were racing from the protection of the gully to get at us. I truly believe that had we ridden any other horses then we would have been caught but Peyre Pringos’ equine presents were the finest of horses. Ahead I saw that most of our men were through the knights which were reforming. There was a gap between Álvar and the Prince. I headed for it with Rodrigo close behind. 
 
    I saw the Prince raise his lance and shout a command. The horn sounded and the two huge, long lines of knights began to move forward. I was already reining Killer in as I neared them and as we passed through, I wheeled him around. Rodrigo did the same with Babieca and when he followed the knights in the second line then I knew that I had to follow him. Iago was already reforming the men I had led and so I followed El Campeador and protected his left side as we joined the charge towards the Valencian army which, but a heartbeat ago, had thought they had us on the run. They would learn that day of the skill of Rodrigo de Vivar!  
 
    Rodrigo turned to grin at me. “It is good to know that you are close, Will, for it helps me to fight knowing that I have another arm!” 
 
    The Prince and Álvar had kept the line of knights largely intact and so when they struck the ragged mass of men which was the Valencian army the crack sounded like summer thunder. I saw lances splintered and heard the cries of men and horses as they were hit. Few of the Valencians had either lances or spears and it was they who were thrown from their horses and their bodies trampled as two lines of knights rode across them. As the Prince carved his way through the Valencians so the enemy began to split asunder. When they had chased my men, they thought they had taken the man they called El Cid and that would have been a worthy prize. Now even the humblest warrior knew that they had been trapped and they ran. It was their own defences which were their undoing. The gully they had planned on using to hold us at bay now became a death trap as horses tumbled and fell to its rocky bottom. It is one thing to pick your way down one side and up the other in perfect order when there is no enemy close by and quite another to hurtle down it with mailed men chasing you. 
 
    The Prince wisely reined in and sent knights on foot to despatch the dying in the gully. Álvar led half of the knights along the top of the gully to sweep up the pockets of resistance that we saw. Rodrigo and I reined in our now weary horses next to the Prince and Don Juan of Burgos. They had lowered their ventails. 
 
    “Well, El Campeador, your plan worked exactly as you said it would and you did well, William Redbeard, although I confess that I feared that it was too much to ask of men who are not knights.” 
 
    Before I could retort Rodrigo spoke, “We have many such men in Castile, Prince Sancho, and we ignore them at our peril. Noble born knights fight well but so do ordinary Castilians for this is their land too.” 
 
    He was not totally convinced, I could see that from his eyes, but he nodded, “And tomorrow we head down the coast into Valencia. Do you think we have defeated them well enough for them to speak with us?” 
 
    Rodrigo was the thinker and the planner. That he was younger than Prince Sancho did not matter. All of us knew who the strategist was. He shook his head, “No, Prince Sancho,” he pointed to the other side of the gully where the survivors were reforming, not to attack, but to affect a more orderly escape. “If their leader can rally his men like that then they are not broken. They are hurt and we have some time before they will be able to meet us in battle but we have not done as we did with Zaragoza and Toledo and defeated them in one mighty battle.” 
 
    “Then we will cross this barracho and camp on the other side where we can speak with my father about the next phase.” 
 
    Rodrigo asked, “Surely that is obvious, Prince Sancho, we march to Valencia!” 
 
    “My father is a little unwell for he is no longer a young man. The rain and the swampy ground through which we passed did his health no good at all. We will see how he fares over the next week!” 
 
    I left the Prince and Rodrigo as they crossed the barracho for I saw Iago leading my men towards me. I was pleased to see that all seven of the young warriors had survived. Iago shook his head as he reined in. “How can your oathsworn protect you if you ride off alone like that?” 
 
    I smiled as I took off my helmet, “I was not alone for I was with El Campeador!” 
 
    “Who draws enemies to him like flies!” 
 
    “Abu and Geoffrey, take two of the young warriors and fetch our horses and baggage for the Prince will camp on the other side of this battlefield. We can have the first choice.” 
 
    “Aye lord, Sebastian, Christos, come with us.” 
 
    As they rode off, I said, “The rest of you, this is your battlefield. Take from the men we fought and keep your eyes open for my spear!” 
 
    We had taken the choicest treasures before the bulk of the army, which had stood and watched, reached us. With my precious spear back in my hand I led my company across the gully, choosing a crossing place close to the sea. There it was lower and there were no bodies to negotiate. I planned on a campsite as close to the sea as we could for the sea breeze would keep the flies from us. This desolate part of the coast was devoid of people but populated, instead, by flies and flying insects which plagued both man and horse. Many were blood-sucking creatures and warriors had died, not from a sword but an insidious bite from a tiny creature. It did not seem right to me. 
 
    We only camped for one night and then moved south. The places we took were mean places with little to commend them and certainly no tribute. These lands were rarely fought over for there was little to be gained. I could understand why Rodrigo was so keen to get to Valencia. Men were suffering on the ride along the coast but the enemy was not the Moors, it was the land and the insects. Water was hard to find and there was little grazing to be had. The final straw came when King Ferdinand became so ill that priests were summoned to his bedside. Rumours ran around the camp that he was dying. 
 
    I saw little of Rodrigo during those days but I was sent for after three days of waiting by the Prince. I did not see the King for he was within his tent with the healers. The Prince came directly to the point, “The King is unwell, William Redbeard, and we are going to head back to Castile. We will take the most direct route and that means crossing Zaragoza. We will be taking the King back in a wagon.”  
 
    In my head I estimated that to be more than three hundred and fifty miles. It was now July and the heat would only grow. It would take some time to reach our home and who knew if the King would survive. Suddenly this campaign seemed to threaten the whole of King Ferdinand’s kingdom. 
 
    “El Campeador believes that you and your men would be the best to scout ahead of the army as we cross Zaragoza.” 
 
    I glanced at Rodrigo who smiled, “Álvar and I will be with you along with ten handpicked knights but I would be happier if you were with us.” 
 
    I nodded, “I would be honoured and when do we begin?” 
 
    Rodrigo said, “We will break camp today and head north and west. We need to choose campsites and towns with water and security, not to mention grazing.” 
 
    The first week was the hardest for we had to pick our way through the mountains. When he became the Lord of Valencia this would be Rodrigo’s fiefdom but that first week saw him learning about the land. To me, I saw every narrow road and rocky outcrop as a hazard and obstacle, but Rodrigo was looking at them with a military eye and he saw them as an asset. That whole journey towards the taifa of Zaragoza was a revelation for him and I saw him, each night, writing down what he had learned. He kept a written record of what we had seen. He was the only man I ever knew who did this and it made him the legend he became for his enemies thought he must have had supernatural powers to know so much. I was the one who saw him learning as we picked our way home. 
 
    Our only contact with the King came through others. Our days began before the rest of the army as we broke camp while it was still dark and cool. It was only when we stopped and the outriders from the main column caught up with us that we learned that the King was not becoming any worse but neither was he improving. Rodrigo was not fearful of an ambush. The Valencians would have retreated closer to their citadel of Valencia and they would not be able to catch us. The local lords would not be a threat as we were still a mighty host which had yet to lose many men. 
 
    As we neared Zaragoza I was sent, along with Abu, to speak to the Emir. It meant a diversion but it was important that the Emir knew Rodrigo’s thoughts. The two of us slipped into the city almost unnoticed. I now rode like a Moor with a white cloak and hood. The sun had burned and burnished my skin and as there were Arabs who had a red beard, I could pass for one. The fact that I rode a Moorish horse helped with the illusion. When we neared the palace then there was more scrutiny and Muhammed ibn Hassan was summoned. This time we were taken through back passages to meet with the Emir in private. That he approved of our discreet approach was obvious from his welcome. What disturbed me was his depth of knowledge. 
 
    “It is good to see you, Redbeard, and how fares the King? I would have sent one of my healers but I feared that those in my city who oppose me might catch wind of it.” 
 
    “The King has not deteriorated, Emir, and I am sent by El Campeador to ensure that we can have safe passage through your land.” 
 
    He smiled and turned to his lieutenant, “I think that our army might look north to Catalonia, eh, Muhammed? I have heard the Count Berenguer seeks to ally with Valencia and to take our land.” By doing so we could pass through his land without a challenge from some general who thought we had no right to be there. 
 
    Muhammed smiled, “A good idea, Emir, and it will keep our men occupied.” 
 
    The Emir turned back, “If my army is north of the city then any movement south cannot be stopped.” 
 
    “Thank you, Emir.” 
 
    “You are a loyal warrior. El Cid is lucky to have someone he can trust so completely. Keep safe, William Redbeard.” 
 
    Rodrigo was pleased with the news but, like me, concerned about the fact that the King’s illness was so widely known. He shook his head, “It is this snail’s pace we employ. There are spies who follow the baggage. It would be impossible to find them all and they can send messages both ahead and behind which are faster than we travel. I am pleased that the Emir has made it easy for us but I confess that I will be happier when we see León’s towers once more.” 
 
    We reached León at the start of September and the army disbanded. Healers were sent for and we all hoped that the King would recover. The campaign had not been a failure nor had it been a success. Our prayers for his recovery, however, fell on deaf ears and anarchy was about to descend upon Castile and Christian Spain! 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    We returned to Briviesca, but I could not settle for the King was obviously dying. I had the evidence of my own eyes as well as the words of those who were close to him. He had taken part in one campaign too many or perhaps the insects and biting things had done for him. I began to improve the defences of my home for if the King died then it would invite attacks from the Navarrese and Aragonese warriors! We were the borderlands and I did not want my people to suffer! My men set to work willingly for my seven warriors in training had been on a battlefield and survived. They now saw that what we did at Briviesca would make them better warriors and if that meant digging ditches and hauling stones from the mountains to make strong walls then that was necessary work. They saw that it made them better warriors and stronger warriors for they had to learn to work together. If one did not help to lift the huge stone then the others would fail. The lesson of working as one was soon learned and made them better warriors as well as workers. 
 
    It was, however, not all work for Anna had given birth to a son whom Iago named Alfonso. It pleased Maria more than any. At the same time, we discovered that Isabella was with child. I gave Iago and Anna four gold pieces for the child; life for those not born of a noble was parlous enough. Who knew what the future held? 
 
    At the start of November, I was summoned by Rodrigo and I made my way to León. I feared the worst. I took with me just Abu, Geoffrey and Jorge. They were all that I would need, and the rest remained behind at Briviesca to continue building a strong defence against dangers yet to manifest themselves. As I headed along the busy road from Burgos to León, I saw many knights. They too had been summoned. Did this mean that the King was already dead? I doubted it for such a momentous event would be spread around the Kingdom for with it would come the announcement of a new king.  
 
    I rode to Lion’s Den for now that the training of the young warriors was complete there was a hall which was almost empty save for one or two young warriors in training. Old Pedro was still with the garrison but he was now used a little like Roger of Bordeaux in Pamplona. He was a sort of caretaker. He came to greet me as I settled in. 
 
    “A sad day, Will.” 
 
    “Why, is the King dead?” 
 
    “Not yet but the fact that he has summoned the nobles of the land means he intends to read out his will.” 
 
    I nodded, “And you wish for Prince Sancho to be the sole king?” 
 
    “To me that makes sense but I fear that will not happen.” He shrugged, “It is too late anyway. Alfonso and Garcia should either have been killed or imprisoned by Prince Sancho. His mercy or his foolishness will come back to haunt him.” 
 
    Old Pedro was wise for he had served King Ferdinand when he had been but a count and he had seen much. He was far too lowly and loyal to be consulted. I went into León with Abu and Geoffrey to eat. I liked León which was a lively place and was still predominantly Christian. There were Muslims there but they were so few in number that one did not notice them. I had a certain fame and I was welcomed in the inn we chose, ‘The Lamb’, and even though I had Abu with me, we were given a good table. The food I knew would be good for it was the best inn in which to eat lamb, hence its name. It was also close enough to the palace for me to see some of the off-duty warriors I had known from the campaigns in which I had fought. Word must have reached the palace that I had arrived for Álvar and Rodrigo soon joined me. 
 
    For once both looked serious and I did not receive the fulsome smiles they normally used to greet me. They spoke in hushed tones for what they told me was not for public consumption, although as I had heard whispers already while walking the streets, I thought that their caution was unnecessary.  
 
    “The King’s will is to be read in public in two days’ time. You will be one of the few to attend who is not born of noble blood.” I nodded. “Our world will change when it is read.” 
 
    “Do you know what it will say?” 
 
    “No, for the King and his steward have kept that secret but whatever it says there will be trouble.” 
 
    Álvar nodded, “If the King leaves all of his Kingdom to one man, Prince Sancho, then the other children will dispute it and we will have war. If he divides the Kingdom, then each part will be weaker and that will invite war with our neighbours. The brothers do not get on and each wants to be sole king. You will be needed sooner, rather than later.” 
 
    Rodrigo took the goblet of wine Abu had poured for him, “I had hoped for a united Spain and now we shall be lucky if we have a united Castile.” 
 
    I looked at Rodrigo and saw, for the first time, doubt on his face. I had known him for more than fifteen years and in all that time he had never once doubted himself nor his purpose. I did not know then that he was yet to achieve the greatness which would attend him for most of his later years. I was just influenced by his depression for if he saw no hope then what hope was there for me? 
 
    He saw my sad face and smiled, “For you, this is good news. War means more profit for you. The men you lead will soon have their numbers swollen for there will be others who come to you. You are a successful warlord and that draws good men.” 
 
    Was Rodrigo trying to rid himself of me? “Good news for me? Surely I am tied to you.” 
 
    He shook his head, “I cannot burden you with that, Will, for I am bound to serve Prince Sancho.” He glanced at Álvar, “Álvar here may receive a better offer from Prince Alfonso when it is discovered what lands are to be his.” 
 
    Álvar shook his head, “I will always be at your side, Rodrigo, I will ever be your Minaya. I could have joined Prince Alfonso after Magerit but I stayed with you and Prince Sancho.” 
 
    I shook my head, “And you cannot think that I would serve another lord, Rodrigo! That is impossible. Where’er you go so goes William Redbeard and our fates and threads are irrevocably bound.” 
 
    For some reason that brightened his mood and he cheered up immediately. I did not see that despair again for five years but, as usual, I get ahead of myself. The rest of the evening was spent with me regaling him with tales of Iago as a father. 
 
    Although it was desperately cold on the day of the reading of the will, the number of knights who were assembled meant that it had to be held in the square outside the cathedral and King Ferdinand was brought forth on a litter. His steward Raimundo was with him and it was he did the reading but as the King was seated and we could see his face then it was obvious that he had written the document and approved it. This was important. To read a will after a king had died invited all kinds of rumour and conspiracy theories.  
 
    “To my son, Sancho, I give all of Castile as far as the River Pisuerga, Nájera and Pamplona. I also cede to him the tribute from Zaragoza. To my son Alfonso, I cede all of León as far as the River Pisuerga and all the Asturias de Trasmeira as far as the River Eo, Astorga, Campos, Zamora, Campo de Toro and the Bierzo as far as the town of La Uz on Monte Cerbero as well as the tribute from Toledo. To my youngest son Garcia, I leave all of Garcia and Portugal as well as the tribute from Badajoz. To my daughters Elvira and Urraca I leave all of the monasteries of the whole Kingdom in which they might live to their lives’ end without the bond of a husband.” He rolled up the parchment, “Let all who are here gathered know that this is the will of the King and that you will all swear to abide by this binding and solemn document. The King would have all so swear here.” 
 
    There was a sort of hissing sound as every knight, count and prince drew his sword. I emulated them even though I was not noble for I had been invited and this was the greatest honour I had yet received. I held it before me and kissed the crosspiece, “I so swear!” 
 
    I kept my oath, but many others did not; in fact, more broke their oaths than kept them, not least the three princes and their sisters. Rodrigo and Álvar were like me. They were true to their word. 
 
    The square remained busy long after the King and his family had returned to their palace. Men wished to talk and to speculate and, no doubt, to plot. The knights who were Galician or Leónese would be wondering about their new ruler. Prince Sancho’s Lion’s Den would now be in the heart of Prince Alfonso’s realm. Would Prince Sancho move to Burgos? Suddenly my hall at Briviesca looked to be moved to the heart of the new Kingdom of Castile. Rodrigo and Álvar, along with their most loyal of knights, Don Juan of Burgos, Don Iago of Astorga and others met to speak of this momentous decision. Both Rodrigo and Álvar had estates which lay in León. Prince Sancho had done well from his father for Castile was the richest of his lands but there would be trouble and it was Don Iago of Astorga who had the courage to say out loud what we all knew. 
 
    “The Moors will be laughing at this announcement, El Campeador! Can Prince Garcia and Prince Alfonso take their tribute from the taifa? I think not and so Castile will grow stronger. War will come. I am guessing that they will allow King Ferdinand to die first before the bloodletting begins.” 
 
    Álvar asked, “Tell me that it will not come to that. Each of them will be a king, surely that is enough for them?” 
 
    “It should be, but I doubt that it will.” Rodrigo looked pensive. “I will not switch my allegiance from Prince Sancho for I am his Armiger and my place is by his side. The rest of you can make up your own minds.” I knew that Álvar had the hardest decision to make for Prince Alfonso and not Prince Sancho had knighted him. More, he had been offered a place at Prince Alfonso’s side. When he had not accepted the offer, Prince Alfonso had made García Ordóñez de Nájera his Armiger and right-hand man. He was the cousin of my nemesis, Gonzalo Ordóñez. There was never a choice for me. 
 
    When all of Prince Sancho’s knights headed back to Lion’s Den then it was obvious that they had all made the same decision. They would stay with Prince Sancho. The Prince stayed at his father’s side in the palace. Soon it would be Alfonso’s palace. On the second day, while the knights practised, even though it was one of the coldest days I could remember, I spoke with Rodrigo. 
 
    “This avails me nothing. For me, the die is cast and I am both your and Prince Sancho’s man. I know that the Prince will be returning to Burgos and so I will hie back to Briviesca. The defences I am putting in place are even more necessary now.” He nodded. “And you, what will you do?” 
 
    “Since my grandfather, Lord Lain, disinherited my father then I know that I have an estate close to Burgos and the Prince. I am content. Train your men hard, Will. They, and you will be needed.” 
 
    Jorge accepted the changes because he had nothing else. He was my man and had the most experience apart from my three veterans. He would lead my men one day and war meant he would advance. Both Abu and Geoffrey were aware of all that had gone on and both were concerned but for different reasons. Geoffrey now had a family and Abu was in danger of losing the security of my hall for if we went to war and I lost he would have to begin again, and he had become used to a good life. 
 
    “All I can say, Abu, is that I own Briviesca and while it is true than an enemy could fight us for it I think that is highly unlikely. So long as Prince Sancho is our ruler then we will not have to worry.” 
 
    He nodded, “But your fear is that he might lose.” 
 
    “No, for of the brothers he is the best but as we know from the ride back from Zaragoza, there are killers out there and that is my fear that someone sends a killer to end his life.” 
 
    Geoffrey asked, “But Lord, El Campeador is his Armiger, surely Prince Sancho will be protected?” 
 
    “Ask Abu here about what happens on a confused battlefield. In the heat of battle who knows when a blade in the back can strike any of us down. It is why I am always behind Rodrigo for I watch his back and Iago watches mine.” 
 
    When we reached the hall, I summoned everyone into the large room we used for eating when we had large numbers to entertain. I told them our news. “The King is not yet dead and, God willing, he continues to live but it is inevitable that he will die and when he does then we can expect war. In many ways, we are lucky here for the Prince, or King as he will be by then, will be close but, Maria, ladies, it means that we will have to go wherever the Prince demands. That is why we spend the rest of the time before spring improving, even more, our home.” 
 
    I saw Anna and Isabelle exchange looks and saw that they were frightened. There was little point in pointing out that Vivar, where they had previously lived, would be in an even worse situation for its defences were weaker than mine. I turned to the seven young warriors, “And your training will be accelerated. We do not have the luxury of waiting until you are ready. You will have to fight sooner rather than later.” 
 
    Jorge had been with us the longest and he grinned, “Do not worry, lord, we will be ready for did we not ride behind you in Valencia and none turned away? Iago is a good armiger and he makes us work. The sweat and blood will be worth it.” 
 
    The mood was positive, and I knew that I was lucky in the men I led. 
 
    I threw myself into the training and it was good. It was like the early days training Rodrigo when my whole life was about the pel, rising before dawn and collapsing exhausted at the end of the day for I was also improving myself. The fact that we had less time for training as we were strengthening our defences made the days fly by. When we received the news, three days after Christmas, that the King had died the day previously, it actually came as a shock for we thought that, somehow, he must have recovered. He was buried in January and I attended the funeral along with my three senior warriors for they had fought with King Ferdinand. We left the young warriors to watch the hall and to continue to improve the defences. We had built a tower; in fact, it is the west-facing tower in which I now sit but, in those days, it was smaller and cruder for I had only recently begun to build it. A double wall of stone infilled with smaller stones stood ten paces high with a fighting platform at the top. Access was through a small gate from the walls of the hall. With a cellar and a well, it was a last refuge and could be held by just four men. It would not withstand a siege nor an invading army but those were not the enemies I feared. It was bandits, raiders and greedy knights! Over the years it would be constantly improved but in those long months after the King died we had just begun to make it higher, along with my walls. 
 
    Queen Sancha was a strong woman and Rodrigo told me, as we warmed ourselves in Lion’s Den after a funeral which chilled the bones both metaphorically and literally, that Queen Sancha had spoken to her sons and daughters two days after the King had died. She made it clear that they would not make war on one another and that it was their duty to continue the King’s work. Rodrigo took that to mean the continued expansion of Christian rule. For King Sancho that was easy for the Emir of Zaragoza was an ally already. King Alfonso and King Garcia had a harder task and I did not envy them. The three princes obeyed their mother but from that day on they rarely spoke to each other. 
 
    War did not come immediately and that was good for the country. King Sancho moved his court to Burgos where he began to build a fortress rather than a palace. He was still unmarried, and a fortress would reflect that martial rather than marital state of affairs. His proximity meant I saw far more of Rodrigo. King Sancho’s fortress was on the northern side of Burgos and it was a mere sixteen miles from Briviesca. King Sancho now had a kingdom to rule and Rodrigo was his Armiger Regis. He was now the second most powerful man in Castile.  Once the fortress was manned then Rodrigo had more time and he used it well. He would spend long periods with me and my young warriors. He honed his skills but he was also a warrior who liked to know as much about his enemies and his friends as he could. In the summer, instead of campaigning, he went to visit first Pamplona, then Barcelona and finally Zaragoza. I was honoured that he took with him my men and me. Geoffrey had had a daughter and so I left him at home. He took young Diego with him for the youth had grown into a warrior and could help to look after his horse. Other than that, I rode with my ten warriors and Abu. 
 
    It seems strange now, as I sit and write this down, that El Campeador never rode abroad with knights. He went to war with knights and led them well but he liked to travel discreetly and when we rode the only sign of his identity was the red cloak of a noble. He left Babieca at home and rode his second warhorse, Caesar. It was a plain coloured horse; the grey, Babieca, could hardly be missed! He also led us down quieter back roads rather than the main thoroughfares for he was trying to understand the land. It meant we encountered people he would not normally have met and he made friends wherever he went. I know, modestly, that part of that was down to my men and me for we were never demanding travellers. None of us became drunk and we paid for all that we were offered. It created a network of friends for Rodrigo. 
 
    Not that it was a time of total peace. When we rode to Pamplona, then Barcelona and finally Zaragoza we were riding in the borderlands and there was always someone causing trouble. People quickly realised the El Campeador and the men who followed him were more than willing to deal with problems and banditry with equal measure. We were on our way back from Pamplona where Rodrigo had spoken with the young King Sancho Ramirez. I was not privy to their conversation for I sought out Roger of Bordeaux while El Campeador spoke with the King. The Castellan had still to find a quiet life and it was good to speak with the old warrior. I learned much from our conversations for he was a wise warrior and had seen much. It was Roger who told us about the bandits to the south of Pamplona. When we had headed north, we had passed a tiny hamlet called Estella. There was no manor, no lord and no castle. The dozen families who lived there eked out a living. They provided, for a small cost, shelter and food for those made the pilgrimage to Santiago de Compostela. But for those pilgrims, I do not think that they would have survived. Roger was now more religious than he had been. He was getting old and he spoke of pilgrims being attacked on the road. He did not like the fact that the King ignored such attacks.  
 
    On the way back from Pamplona we were greeted with a deeply distressing scene. Local bandits had ridden into the town and taken two young girls back to their forest lair. There were gangs of such bandits for this was the pilgrim road and these men would attack pilgrims who always came with coins in their purses. That they had robbed the already poor people and attacked four of the men seemed almost as nothing compared with the abduction of two young girls. The people in the village were convinced that the two twelve years olds were to be abused and Rodrigo and I decided to do something about it. The bandits, thirteen of them, had left an hour before we had returned, and we hoped that their trail would be fresh enough for us to catch them. Iago was now a father and whilst he would always have been angry about such an abduction, now he almost became the berserker I had been at Salamanca. Our problem would be to control him. 
 
    The bandits’ trail was easy to follow for they had left the village by the track which led through the mountains. The villagers offered to come with us, but Rodrigo was insistent that we deal with this ourselves. As he told me later the untrained men would have been more of a hindrance than a help and he may well have been right. Alfonso, my foster father, had told me that when Don Diego’s steward, Luis, had led the men from the manor they caused more problems than they solved. 
 
    Iago led us along the trail as it climbed and twisted through trees which varied from thick and mighty monuments to nature to spindly and thin pine trees. My seven young warriors now had a shield strapped to their left arms and each had a short sword. I realised as we wound our way up towards the bandits’ lair that they were the same age as Rodrigo and Álvar had been when we had been attacked by bandits ourselves. That day had seen Álvar suffer his first injury; the fact that it had not been fatal was down to luck and I hoped that my seven would have his luck. 
 
    From ahead we heard an occasional shout and it encouraged us as it told us they were close. The men in the village did not know where the bandits had a camp but they thought it might be at the abandoned old monastery to which this trail led. The monastery had not been occupied in living memory but its remote location led me to believe that it had been home to a small band of monks who chose a hermit-like existence. I knew that there were many such places in other lands. I rode behind Rodrigo who was behind Iago and like El Campeador I was searching the ground to the side in case any had stepped from the trail. We were high in the mountains where there was still an occasional shower, even in summer, and the ground to the side was damp and would bear a print if any left the trail. None did. 
 
    From the men of the village, we had learned that the abandoned monastery, if that was their home, was at least a two-hour ride up the trail. I guessed that as our horses were better, we would gradually eat into their lead. In a perfect world, we would catch them before they reached their camp. There were just five of us and Abu who were experienced warriors and I would not risk my young warriors needlessly. 
 
    As angry as Iago was, he was a professional warrior and he made a sign to tell us that we were closing in with them. He pointed down and I saw the steaming pile of horse dung with the hoof print in the middle of it. A good tracker was an aficionado of such signs and Iago’s signal told me that it was quite recent. That was confirmed when we heard the sounds of conversations from ahead. We could not make out words, but we could hear them. I slid my father’s sword from my sheath. Juan and Pedro, along with Abu were spread out amongst the seven young warriors and the would-be warriors would emulate the three veterans. 
 
    Then there was a sudden scream and we halted, the better to hear. A girl’s voice cried out, “No!” 
 
    Rodrigo raised his sword and spurred Caesar. He did not shout. The trail was not wide enough for three horses and Rodrigo and Iago galloped together while I tucked Berber close to their hindquarters. I saw why there had been a scream for there was a clearing of sorts ahead where the trees were thinner and the ground flattened. Later I deduced that this was a sort of halfway point to their camp where they could rest their horses. Their mounts gave them the ability to make a living and had to be protected. That was their undoing. 
 
    I was close behind Rodrigo and I saw that the bandits had stopped and dismounted. Their faces registered shock as they saw three mailed warriors riding warhorses galloping at them. These were not trained warriors, they were opportunists. None had a weapon drawn and they froze when they saw us. Even as we galloped into the clearing, I saw the two girls pinned down by the older warriors in the band. I prayed that we had arrived before they had been violated. 
 
    One of the men pinning down a girl leapt to his feet and shouted commands. It showed that he was the leader. “Get your weapons!” 
 
    He picked up a long sword which told me that he had been a warrior at some time. His words had the desired effect and the two girls were forgotten as the bandits grabbed their weapons and turned to face us. For the first few of the bandits it was pointless, for the three of us, mounted on good horses and with more skill, leaned from the saddle to hack into men who had leather for protection. Even as he swung his sword Rodrigo shouted, “Surrender and you shall live!” 
 
    I had only seen the back of the other men who had been straddling one of the girls and as he turned, he shouted, “You lie, Rodrigo de Vivar!” I saw that it was Juan, one of the two servants who had run away from Rodrigo when we had first gone to Pamplona many years earlier. He had been a bad servant and a coward and his words doomed his companions for they fought on when they should have surrendered.  
 
    Rodrigo rode at the leader who held his sword two handed. It was a sign that he knew how to face horsemen. The narrow trail and the short distance we had to travel meant that we were not riding fast and Rodrigo knew how to handle a horse. As the leader swung his sword Rodrigo deftly jinked Caesar to the other side so that the long sword swished through fresh air and as Rodrigo passed him, he swung Tizona and hacked through the back of the man’s neck. I rode at Juan, the former servant. He had had no skill with a sword when I had known him but he must have learned a technique for he swung it at my leg. I blocked it with my father’s sword and pulled Berber back around so that he pirouetted. I shouted, for I was behind him and he was at my mercy, “Surrender!” 
 
    Shouting, “Never!” He turned to attempt to hack Berber in the neck. I pulled back on his reins and my horse’s hooves smashed into his skull and he lay dead. 
 
    The sight of his brains, blood and shattered shards of bone oozing from his head made the surviving five bandits throw down their weapons. I guessed they were pragmatic. So long as they were alive then there was a chance that they could flee. I dismounted and went to the two girls who were sobbing in each other’s arms. “You are safe now.” I took off my cloak and wrapped it around the two of them for they were shaking. 
 
    I looked at the dead men and saw that Raoul, the other servant who had fled with Juan, lay in a widening pool of blood and Christos and Jorge, with bloody swords, stood over him. They had made their first kill and it would change them. 
 
    Iago walked over to the ones who had surrendered, and anger was clearly etched on his face. I saw that two of the bandits were little older than Sebastian, my youngest warrior. Iago pulled his sword back and I shouted, “Hold!” 
 
    Iago had known the two former servants and had not liked them, “If they are like Juan and Raoul then they deserve death.” 
 
    Rodrigo spoke quietly as though to a skittish horse, “Iago, I command, and I said that if they surrendered then they would live. Would you make a liar of me?” 
 
    Iago shook his head. 
 
    The older of the two girls pointed to the two boys, “They were the only ones who were kind to us. Their leader here struck them about the head for their words when they tried to stop the men...” her voice tailed off and she could not form the words. 
 
    I cocked my head at Iago, “And would you not have felt the fool for killing two such as this?” 
 
    He nodded, “Aye, Will, but the blood was in my head.” 
 
    I knew the feeling. I was called the hero of Salamanca for I had gone berserk at that siege and it had almost cost me my life. 
 
    Rodrigo walked up to the two youths, “How many are at the monastery?” 
 
    One of the other bandits shouted, “Do not tell them!” He was silenced by a blow from Pedro who used his helmet to knock him unconscious. 
 
    “Speak.” 
 
    Rodrigo had a commanding voice and one of the youths nodded, “There are just four there.” 
 
    “They have horses?” 
 
    “These are the only mounts.” 
 
    Rodrigo turned to my seven young warriors. “Take the weapons and helmets from the bandits. Juan, Pedro, bind the hands of these five and put them on their horses.” I did not mind that Rodrigo ordered my men to obey him. I was never precious about such things. 
 
    Rodrigo turned to me. “It is late and it will be dark by the time we reach Estella. The bandits at the monastery will have fled before we can reach them.” 
 
    I nodded for Rodrigo was practical. I nodded towards the five men we had taken, “And these five?” 
 
    “We take them with us for the King’s justice, but I am inclined to ask for clemency for the two youngest.” I was pleased for that was my wish too. 
 
    It was dark when we reached the village but there were brands burning to guide us in and the girls’ parents were gathered anxiously. I could only imagine what was going through their minds but as the girls ran to them and torrents of words poured forth, I guessed that they were relieved. The five prisoners were kept bound even when they were fed. They were closely watched but none attempted to escape for the villagers’ rough justice would be worse than any that the local lord might impose. Before we left, the next day, we gave the weapons and the purses, paltry though they were, to the villagers. We also left them four horses. We took the rest with us and the prisoners. 
 
    We had the bandits watched by my young warriors as this would be good for them. When we were a day from Burgos two of them, Jorge and Raimundo, approached me as we headed for the stables at the inn we had found, “Lord, we have been speaking with the two youths whom the captive girls defended. We do not think that they should hang. The others deserve it but not they.” 
 
    I listened for this showed a change. The two young men would never have questioned me before and I took this as a good sign. “And why not? They were bandits and they abducted two young girls.” 
 
    Jorge continued, “Lord, the two boys were orphans. Their families were driven from their homes by Navarrese soldiers and were attacked by other bandits close to the Navarrese border. Philip and Paulo managed to escape and the bandits we hunted found them. They made them as servants or slaves. They had been with the bandits for two years but we do not think they willingly went along with the bandits.” 
 
    “Then why did they not escape?” 
 
    “There had been three of them for Philip had an older brother, Guy, who was caught trying to escape and they took off his head. They were afraid.” 
 
    “I will consider your words but you have done the right thing by speaking to me.” 
 
    When I told Rodrigo, he saw the opportunity to do a Christian act. “Then I will take these two into my charge and I will make them worthy. I have seen what you do with young warriors and I will see if I can make these two into servants who can also fight. Pablo and my other servants grow old. This is good.” 
 
    And so it was that the two youths were pardoned while the other three were hanged. Such were the margins between life and death in the borderlands of Spain when King Ferdinand died. It was a parlous existence for all. Rodrigo also put them in my charge so that I could train them. 
 
    The other two journeys were less violent but had a greater effect on our future. Count Ramon Berenguer of Barcelona did not like Rodrigo and gave him no respect whatsoever. I never did determine the cause of the dislike for this was the only time I met him. He had twin sons, Ramon and Berenguer; Ramon inherited that dislike. The meeting was like a stone being dropped into a pool. It carried on rippling long into the future. 
 
    The result of our visits was that Rodrigo knew where he had friends and where he had enemies. He knew the roads to the north and east of Castile and he was already working out how to help King Sancho to become the most powerful of the three brothers. My men and I went back to our life at Briviesca. Thanks to our encounter with the bandits we had young warriors who had been blooded and they had not been found wanting. As for me, I went back to my home and I made warriors better and my home stronger. War was coming. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    The war did not begin immediately after Queen Sancha’s death for the three brothers were still plotting their best strategy. The three kings all obeyed their mother and respected her wishes but when she died then all of Spain, Moor and Christian, knew that war was inevitable. The civil war was as predictable as a new sun each day, and I had been forewarned many years earlier by an old soldier, Old Pedro. I knew, from Rodrigo, that King Sancho was still unhappy about losing León to his brother Alfonso. It was a larger kingdom and Sancho the Strong wanted it! The two brothers had never got on and Princess Urraca had fostered the rift. So when King Alfonso invaded Badajoz, ostensibly the land belonging to his younger brother, Garcia, King Sancho seized his opportunity. He mustered an army and we were part of that army. 
 
    My seven young warriors were now men grown. Since the rescue of the two captives, they had dedicated themselves to being the best that they could be. The two young men whom Rodrigo had taken on, Philip and Paulo, had become not only servants but passable warriors for they had trained a little with me. The result was that when I led my ten men, Abu and Geoffrey, I had one of the most potent groups of warriors who went to war for King Sancho.  
 
    Rodrigo was now Armiger Regis, Armiger to the King, and as such was, with the exception of the King himself, the most powerful man in the whole kingdom. I did not think that it had changed him nor did those who knew him best but outside of Castile he was not as highly regarded by the two other kings and their sisters. The fact that every Christian and many Muslims regarded him as the hope of Spain was irrelevant. The inner circles of nobles at the courts of Galicia and León were also opposed to him because they feared him. I think that outside of Castile it was Zaragoza which held him in the highest regard for Navarre and Aragon had good reason to fear and dislike him. It did not change the way he was. He still gathered his knights around him each night when on campaign and he still spoke to all men as though they were equals. His respectful words to Iago were the same he used to mighty lords like Diego Fernandez, Count of Oviedo. 
 
    I had not met the count before we headed to the River Pisuerga, the border between León and Castile, with the army of King Sancho. Count Diego was riding with Álvar and Rodrigo and so I rode just behind them for this was always my place in the column. I protected Armiger Regis! I learned much about the count through his conversations with Rodrigo. It became obvious that they were friends but that surprised me for Oviedo was in the north of King Alfonso’s kingdom. It was clear that there was little love lost between the Count and the King who was his liege lord, Alfonso. It seemed that the Count had a beautiful daughter, Jimena, who although young and related to the royal family, had drawn the eye of King Alfonso. The King saw her as something he wished to own and he had made advances, unwelcome advances, towards her. The King had no intention of marrying her as he was betrothed to the ten-year-old daughter of the Duke of Aquitaine. The Count was offended, and he left Oviedo for he was a rich man and had land in Castile. He now supported King Sancho and the rift between the brothers grew. 
 
    I knew that Rodrigo was gathering information about the King of León as that was what he always did; discover an enemy’s strengths and weaknesses. It was as they were speaking about the make-up of King Afonso’s army that I was included directly in the conversation. “Had your father stayed in Normandy, William, then he might have been a powerful landowner for Count Diego tells me that the Duke of Normandy, your namesake William, is now King of England and rules that land and Normandy with an iron fist. All of his followers have been rewarded by vast tracts of land in England!” 
 
    I nodded, “Aye, El Campeador, but that was not my fate. That thread was cut when my father met my mother. You should know that we cannot escape fate.” 
 
    The Count looked at me, “That sounds remarkably like heresy, William Redbeard.” He sounded more amused than outraged. 
 
    I smiled, “My lord, you are a warrior, are you telling me that you have not seen luck intervene on a battlefield?” 
 
    He laughed, “Aye you are correct, but I would not let the priests hear you say that. Rodrigo is right, however. Think how different your life would be in England.” 
 
    “It would be less than I have for I have a large estate where I am called lord and look, I ride with the greatest warrior in Christendom and kings know my name. I am content.” 
 
    The Count chuckled, “You are right, Rodrigo, he is a stout fellow and those who ride behind him look like they know how to handle themselves.” 
 
    “That they do, and William is the finest trainer of men you will ever meet. He was King Sancho’s Campi Doctor for a while and knights like Don Juan of Burgos and Don Iago of Astorga are a testament to his skill.” 
 
    I was flattered by his words. 
 
    The conversation moved on and I discovered that King Sancho had no intention of invading León. He merely wished to test out his army against that of his brother. He had yet to fight against him. He hoped to win and then demand tribute from the city of Valladolid which lay close to where we would fight. If we succeeded then, so Rodrigo said, this would become the model for the future. Fight battles and win, then demand tribute. It was hardly honourable nor noble but these were squabbling siblings. Men would die and the kings would prosper. 
 
    In winter, the land through which we travelled was extremely wet due to the many streams and rivers. In the summer it meant we had water and grazing for our horses and that was one reason why we only campaigned in the summer months. When we had fought previously, we had often had the men of King Sancho’s brothers with us. Now we had just King Sancho’s and those knights of King Ferdinand who had chosen to fight alongside us. It meant we were a smaller army but one that Rodrigo knew well. We saw the enemy making their camp on the other side of the river. It was strange to call them the enemy as we had fought alongside them during the attack on Zaragoza and Badajoz. This time there would be no Moors fighting alongside us and I had no doubt that the Emirs would be happy at this state of affairs for Christian fought Christian and brother fought brother. 
 
    We camped on our side of the River Pisuerga and then King Sancho sent his herald across the narrow river to discuss the battle with his brother’s herald. The King of León was camped by the tiny village of Lantadilla just upstream from us. To me, this seemed a strange way to go to war. There would be no surprise and we would see the enemy deploy as they would us. Rodrigo explained it to me as we sat around our fire, eating some sheep we had captured. 
 
    “This is a test of arms under God’s gaze. The better general will devise the best plan and the superior and more deserving warriors will prevail.” 
 
    I remembered the conversation I had had with Rodrigo and Don Diego Fernandez when I had spoken of luck and fate. I was not convinced but, once more, my men and I would be paid for our services and despite the fact that I followed a great lord, I was still a mercenary. King Sancho was quite happy to pay us as he knew we gave good value for money. Thus far he had yet to have to compensate us for horses lost in the battles and campaigns and we always won him more gold than we were paid. However, I think he knew that without Don Rodrigo, El Campeador, we would not have fought for him quite as readily. 
 
    When the herald returned from King Alfonso, Rodrigo was summoned to the King’s tent and I accompanied him. By now I was well known and did not need to beg to be allowed to follow El Campeador. There were fewer men in the meeting. Álvar was there as well as King Fernando’s right-hand man, Don Raimundo. The King had a map before him on the travelling table he had had brought out. He jabbed a finger with a solitary signet ring upon it, at a place on the other side of the river. “We are to fight there at the fourth hour of the day.” He smiled, “My brother hopes to put me at a disadvantage for the river is behind us and he hopes to drive us from the field. I am quite happy to fight there for we shall not be pushed back across the river. I will be in the centre with my foot soldiers and archers. El Campeador will lead my household knights on the left flank while Don Juan of Burgos will lead the rest and will occupy the right flank.” 
 
    That this was the King’s plan became obvious when he told us how we would be deployed for King Alfonso would send his best men to get at King Sancho. Rodrigo would have protected King Sancho. I saw the frown appear on Rodrigo’s face and King Sancho smiled. “Do not fear for me, El Campeador, I have brought with me the weapon your fellow Redbeard and his men used at Coimbra, the fauchard. I watched them use it and realised that it would be even more effective against horses for it would not only provide a barrier, it would also be able to inflict a mortal wound if dragged across a horses’ throat. Even a tijfaf would be of little use. My brother will send his best men to get at me. It is the same as when we played chess as boys. He always went for the King! I will use, instead, my Castilian knight, El Campeador, to win the day. Rodrigo will lead my knights to attack the right flank of the enemy and to roll them up. When they are under attack then Don Juan will attack the other flank.” He smiled and folded his arms, “Well, what do you think?” He was speaking to all but looking at Rodrigo. 
 
    “I like the plan, Your Majesty, but I would be happy with some of your knights to protect you.” 
 
    “This only works if Alfonso thinks I have made a mistake and exposed myself. The fauchards will be hidden until the last minute. In addition, we will ensure that the ground before us is sodden. The recent rain has added to the sticky conditions and when we have finished then it will be a quagmire in which they will be stuck.” 
 
    “Then, King Sancho, I believe that we might succeed.” 
 
    It was the answer the King wanted. Álvar, Rodrigo and I left the tent and it occurred to me that the King was being advised by senior lords I had not seen before this campaign. I did not know their worth in battle and it worried me a little. But I had to put that from my mind as Rodrigo was already planning our charge. The King had told him what to do but the how would be Rodrigo’s decision. 
 
    “Let us not change our style, Álvar and Will. Álvar, you will ride at one side of me and you, Will, the other,” he smiled, “I know that I am protecting myself for with you two at my side then I divide the enemy for both of you have such a great reputation that young knights will seek you two every bit as much as they seek me.” We both nodded although it was not true. There was no greater target on a battlefield than El Campeador. “Will, have your men behind us and Jorge can carry my banner.” He looked at me, “He is ready?” 
 
    “Assuredly,” In the last year or so Don Luis’ nephew had become stronger and as skilled as even Juan or Pedro. He still had some way to go to emulate Iago, but that day would come. 
 
    “We do not know yet whom we will be facing but I tend to agree with the King. They will use their knights in our centre and the King will be their target. That is why they chose this ground.” He turned to me, “Can Jorge use the horn yet?” 
 
    “He can.” 
 
    “Then send him to me so that I may instruct him on the signals that he shall give.” He rubbed his hands together, “I am always happier when I have a plan, even though this is not the one I would have chosen but it was to be expected, for it is brother fighting brother. Now you should prepare.” 
 
    That was always his way for he was a perfectionist. My men, especially Jorge and the rest of my younger warriors were more than happy to be given such an important role. Abu and Geoffrey would stay on the Castilian side of the river. I went to our horses with Geoffrey. Since he had become a father and now had two children, he, like Iago, had changed. One might have expected him to become more cautious, but he had simply become more efficient and took on extra tasks without being asked. He knew that his future and that of his family was irrevocably bound up with my band of warriors. 
 
    “All of the horses are in fine fettle, lord, and, to be honest, they are more than ready for war. Killer has been yearning for battle. He does not enjoy enforced idleness.” 
 
    I nodded, “I know but we cannot make wars, can we?” 
 
    “That is true lord, but peace makes him more aggressive in the stable. Since Sunflower was put down, he seeks a calmer influence. Copper and Berber do not do it. You should look for a quiet mare for him.” 
 
    “You wish me to breed from him?” 
 
    We had reached the horse lines and Killer’s eyes lit upon the two of us. I took a small, unripe apple from my tunic and gave it to him. For some reason, he liked them sour. 
 
    “It would make sense, lord. He has good blood in him and even if the resulting horses were not true warhorses, they would have the qualities of one. You have the only true warhorses in the stable and I think this is a good idea.” 
 
    “Then we look around for one.” We began to examine Killer and when he stood Geoffrey pointed across the river, “Mayhap tomorrow we will find one. When we win the battle Abu and I will cross and seek one out from the unhorsed and dead knights!” 
 
    “You are that confident we shall win?” 
 
    “We have heard that El Campeador will lead and if he does so then you shall win. None are taking bets on any other results.” 
 
    Such was the faith the ordinary warriors had in the man  whose back I would guard. 
 
    I did not see Rodrigo until the next day for he was busy with his household knights and King Sancho’s bodyguard. I took it as a compliment that he knew that I would know what to do. I was able to sit and speak with Jorge and the other warriors. Iago, Juan and Pedro now looked their age; they were an exception on the battlefield, they had greys hairs in their beards. I was now full-grown and even sporting some lighter coloured hair in my beard but my three older warriors were just a few years younger than King Ferdinand had been when he had died. Soon they would go to war no more. I would have to take on young warriors and so I spoke with my seven youngest men and we spoke of how we would fight. 
 
    “Jorge, you have great responsibility tomorrow. Carrying the banner means that you will only fight if we are threatened. To that end, Christos, you guard Jorge along with Don Rodrigo’s man, Diego.” They both nodded. “We do not know yet whom we shall face tomorrow. It may be horsemen but, equally it might be men on foot. Either way, it will not be easy. Whatever happens, you do not join the front rank. Iago, Juan and Pedro can but not you seven. Instead, you watch how we fight for the day is coming when you will have to join the front ranks and fight knights.” 
 
    Raoul asked, incredulously, “But we are not knights! How can we fight knights?” 
 
    Iago had been listening, “The difference between us and a knight is that he wears spurs and that is all. We trained all of the knights who fight with the King and the test they had to pass was to beat one of us. We did not give them the challenge of defeating William Redbeard. Had we done so then there would have been just one knight who would now be fighting with King Sancho, El Campeador! You have all been trained well and all that you need now is to get some battles under your belts and a few scars so that you look as ugly as Juan here!” 
 
    That made them laugh and set a positive mood. We said our prayers and went to bed early knowing that we had the best chance of victory the next day. 
 
    The army crossed the river the next day. There was a bridge but we also used a pontoon which had been built and some of the lightly mailed warriors as well as the horsemen could ford it for it was summer and the water level was down. The men who would be in the centre, the mailed men on foot, crossed under cover of darkness with their fauchards disguised in cloaks. I led Killer along the bank and saw them making water and defecating on the ground the men of León would have to cross. My men followed me and we crossed the bridge and then walked downstream to the left flank of the army. My men and I recognised some of the men who would fight on foot and good-natured banter ensued. 
 
    My younger warriors and myself were excluded from the banter; they, because they had yet to prove themselves and myself, for I was the shield of El Campeador. He was on the left flank already with Álvar and I saw that Philip and Paulo were with him. Philip held the reins of Babieca while Paulo held his helmet. I knew that Rodrigo would not risk them and as soon as the battle began, they would be sent to shelter close to the King, but he knew that they would wish to be involved. The two boys who might have been bandits now wore the livery of El Campeador and if that is not a sign of the existence of fate then I know not what is. This was the last time they fought with Don Rodrigo for, after the battle, he sent them to me to continue their training and they never left my side. 
 
    Seeing me he pointed across the flat ground before us, “It looks like we fight against horsemen.” I saw that there were, ahead of us, the light horsemen who came from the plains of León. They were farmers who used their horses to round up their cattle and move them from pasture to pasture. They were good horsemen but neither Rodrigo nor I had ever seen them fight. Few had mail and they did not ride warhorses. Some would be armed with a spear while others would have javelins or even a bow or two. What we did know was that if they attacked it would be to annoy and irritate us as their primary function was to pursue a defeated enemy. From his dispositions, King Alfonso was overly confident about his ability to defeat King Sancho. 
 
    I counted them. It was harder than counting knights where you could just count banners. “I estimate that they outnumber by two to one.” He nodded. I then looked across to where King Alfonso was forming up the rest of his men. The sun had crept over the eastern horizon while we had been crossing the river and its rays now reflected from the mail and helmets of his knights. He had assembled more than eight hundred knights and I recognised some banners, notably those of Don Gonzalo Ordóñez and his cousin, King Alfonso’s Armiger Don Garcia. This day I would be fighting against men I knew. 
 
    The battle was formally arranged, and I saw King Sancho and King Alfonso, along with their bishops, approach each other in the centre of the battlefield. King Sancho made certain that the meeting took place on dry ground. King Alfonso and his men would soon have a shock. When the King returned the Bishop of Burgos raised his crozier and we all knelt before him. We were blessed and the Bishop told us that our sins were forgiven. A deep, hidden part of me wondered if this was true but it made men feel better about the prospect of dying and did no harm. 
 
    Once the bishops had departed to wait safely behind the lines King Alfonso’s horns sounded and his knights followed his banner as he galloped across the flat ground towards King Sancho and his waiting men. King Sancho waited until the horsemen were committed and then ordered his men to pick up their fauchards. It coincided with the moment the Leónese found the soiled ground and their horses not only slowed, one or two slipped and fell on the excrement. In the grander scheme of things, it only affected one or two knights, but the line was disrupted. A charge of knights cannot easily be stopped, and they ploughed into the waiting weapons and shields. There was a crack of metal on wood. The men standing with King Sancho were four men deep and a hedgehog of fauchards, spears and pikes were a barrier which even warhorses could not negotiate. The horsemen stopped and they used their lances to try to get at the men on foot. As I knew well, the fauchard was a vicious weapon and many knights lost warhorses first and then, as they were unhorsed, their lives. 
 
    The battle was now in the balance; the long pole weapons neutralised the knights but the foot soldiers could not win the battle and it was up to El Campeador to swing it in King Sancho’s favour. As with all military matters, he judged the moment to perfection. While the battle at the river ebbed and flowed, as men fell on both sides and others stepped up to take their place, he said, “Jorge, sound the advance.” His genius was in making this a slow approach for the men of León would wonder if we were going to attack the flanks of King Alfonso’s men or just position ourselves to cut off a retreat. Either way, it would unsettle the enemy. The ground was flat and, where we rode, relatively hard. I had my spear resting across my cantle and both Babieca and Killer were eager for war. It had been a couple of years since they had ridden in a battle formation. The spear across his neck told my mount that we were in a battle. 
 
    We were boot to boot and so we had a much narrower frontage than the light horsemen we faced. If they had their wits about them then they could charge and outflank us but hesitation and doubt filled their minds, for they were not well-led, and they waited. Our movement had unsettled the horsemen following King Alfonso and some, at the rear, were edging back towards the safety of the main line. When we were two hundred paces from the light horsemen and as those with bows were releasing a few hopeful missiles, Rodrigo shouted, “Sound the charge!” We were soon cantering and as the strident notes echoed Rodrigo spurred Babieca and Killer followed. With Álvar tight on his other side, the three of us formed an arrowhead at the fore of our line and we headed for the centre of the enemy. We had made forty paces when we heard their horn sound and they began a counter charge. It was too little and too late. A javelin struck my shield and an arrow embedded itself in my jubbah, but it was a hunting arrow and did nothing to either harm or slow me. I pulled back my arm and rode towards the knight who led the light horsemen. He had a standard-bearer and there were two mailed retainers. Rodrigo and Álvar had the same target. The knight was brave and, perhaps, thought to have a moment of glory for he and his oathsworn rode at us. Our horses were now galloping and theirs were just trotting. 
 
    I saw that the knight was closer to Rodrigo and so I adjusted my arm and thrust at the oathsworn mailed warrior next to him. The warrior tried to raise his shield, but it was in vain for he was using his left arm to urge his horse on. Killer had the bit between his teeth and needed no urging. My spear hit the man’s shoulder so hard that it spun him around and he tumbled from his horse. I heard Jorge’s horse’s hoof as it crunched into his skull. The falling body had torn it free from my spear and I struck a farmer who followed the warrior in the side. He wheeled his horse and, bleeding from the wound, tried to flee. Our line now hit theirs and as Rodrigo’s lance took the knight so Álvar slew the standard-bearer and Christos managed to catch the standard before it touched the ground. We had far fewer men than the enemy but each knight managed to kill, wound or unhorse their opponent and that exposed those who were already fearful. Even though they outnumbered us they ran and they headed towards the town for there lay the road out of this battle. 
 
    Don Juan of Burgos saw that we had done all that had been asked and sounded his horn, sending his men to charge the other flank. There the horsemen did not even make a pretence of standing for those we had defeated were racing past them. In the centre the spearmen and swordsmen were resolute but they were attacking King Sancho who was still safely protected by fauchards and the river and we hit the Leónese flank and rear. I hit one man, unhorsing him and broke my spear on a second. Rodrigo’s lance had shattered with his first victim and Tizona was out and he was carving a path through the warriors. He was seemingly untouchable as he headed to the centre where the standard of León stood. Whoever commanded there saw what was happening and sounded the retreat. The knights and King Alfonso had barely been holding their own and when they turned and saw our knights in their rear then they did not simply retreat, they fled the field. 
 
    The Leónese foot soldiers died so that their standard and their king could escape. They turned to face the threat we posed and held us at bay. They could not hurt us, and our horses were now too weary to charge again. It was a standoff for they presented a solid wall of shields and spears. If we had had horse archers with us, then it would have been different, but we were two Christian armies fighting each other. Those knights with lances and spears would skewer a foot soldier and another would take his place. When the King had gone and the standard was safe, they surrendered. We had the field and we had won! It did not mean that King Alfonso was defeated merely that he had lost one battle. It was a remarkably simple and easy victory. Like most battles, it could not be repeated and our next one would require a different plan. I was confident that we would have one for we were led by El Campeador. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    This had been a battle in which both kings had sought to test the other’s weaknesses. We had found theirs and won. King Alfonso would lick his wounds and try to find a way to defeat us the next time we fought. We had too few men to invade King Alfonso’s kingdom and so we entered Valladolid and demanded tribute from that city. We returned home using the river and took tribute from all of the border towns. King Sancho took half of the tribute, but he was generous and the army which followed him was given the other half. King Sancho was pleased that it had been his strategy and battle plan which had succeeded and not Rodrigo’s. I do not say that King Sancho was jealous of El Campeador, but it must have been hard for him to hear his knights extolling the virtues and prowess of the Armiger Regis. 
 
    After parting from the rest of the army and with wagons groaning under the booty and the pay we had been given we headed home to a strong castle and women who were pleased to see us. Maria, Anna and Isabelle must have kept watch for us along the road as they were at the gate to greet us as we rode through the gates. I think that they were surprised by the size of our column for we had grown in number. Our army had not lost many men in the battle but the men at arms who had defended King Sancho had been more than hard-pressed. They had fought valiantly, and some had died. Many of the men who fought were men such as my father and his friend Alfonso who had been swords for hire. Unlike my father they had not settled down when they had married. They had taken their families with them. Such an occurrence was not unusual and the camps of the armies which moved around from battle to battle had many such women and children. The women cooked for men and the companies of men paid the women. The children were similarly employed. If an army was victorious then there was plenty of coin to be spread around. Defeat was always a disaster! When we had headed to Valladolid, I was approached by two of the women who had lost their men. These were pragmatic women and the two had found warriors who were willing to continue the arrangement begun by their dead men. However, neither of the warriors wished to be encumbered with another man’s children and the two women had but one child each, in both cases, a boy and they asked if I would be willing to train them. The two youths, for they both looked to be twelve summers old, were also keen to be trained. If you were a camp brat then, inevitably, you would gravitate towards a life with a sword in your hand. Your father normally trained you enough to protect their camp and if they had no one in their life to train them then they would seek another. I took them on. We had horses from the battlefield; not war horses, they were the ones the light horsemen had used and, as such, perfect for Rafa and Carl. 
 
    I was intrigued with both of them but especially Carl for he had blond hair and that was unusual. His name, too, was not Spanish. His father had been a Saxon, an axeman. There had been many such warriors who had died when Duke William had conquered the Saxons in England. He also intrigued me for he was bigger than Rafa and I saw in him a warrior who would grow to be as big as me. Both youths turned out to be good additions to my retinue but, as Maria said, would involve more work for her. I do not think she meant what she said but it was a criticism that I had yet to take a bride and sire my own children. I seemed to be raising other men’s children! The two youths had little in the way of clothes. They had no shoes and their breeks barely covered their legs. Maria was a frugal woman and had never thrown out the clothes that my original six youths had outgrown. Dressed in better clothes they began to change almost immediately. Now I had ten others to help me train them and their improvement was even more rapid. It helped that they had grown up in the world of war so that basic skills like sharpening weapons, foraging, building hovels was a natural skill they already possessed. They needed to be trained to ride but, in that, I had every sympathy for them as that had been a hard skill for me to master. The months flew by and I was happy.  
 
    Both Isabelle and Anna were with child once more and Iago asked permission to build a house in the village of Briviesca. It was the first sign that my company was beginning to break up. Of course, I did not see it then. It is only now, as I sit in my tower and write, that I can see the change that was happening back through the mists of time. Iago was a wealthy man. He had been rewarded by kings and princes and he was good at scavenging. He need not have served me, and I was grateful that he still did. He and the others spent a month building a home on the plot of land I gave to him. The work helped to bond the two new youths for they saw, in my oldest retainer, a future. Iago was the senior warrior and the house was his reward. They saw that we were a family and that was important. If they were a family then the ultimate head of that family was Rodrigo as my life and those of my men were irrevocably bound up with his. 
 
    El Campeador and Álvar came to speak with me in January when the snow was in the mountains and we hunkered in warm rooms heated by well-seasoned timber we had hewn from my forests. Maria frowned when she saw him for as fond as she was of the man she had helped to nurture, she knew that it meant that I was needed and I was Maria’s child, she worried about me. The two knights brought Philip and Paulo who, although servants still, now rode better horses and wore leather armour. They had their war gear with them, and I knew that they would be staying with me to be trained for El Campeador. They had long swords by their sides. Maria’s smile was a cock-eyed one and she shook her head, “And I am guessing that El Campeador is here to take the Lord of Briviesca off again despite the fact that any decent God-fearing Christian stays within doors at this time of year!” 
 
    “I fear you are right, Mistress Maria, but it is at the King’s behest.” 
 
    Shaking her head, she led us into my hall, “If the King would allow you then the two of you might have the time to find a woman and marry her! You are both fine young men! Do not waste your lives!” 
 
    She scurried off to help her women prepare the rooms. Álvar shook his head and said, “She never changes.” 
 
    Rodrigo smiled, “Nor would I want her to for in an uncertain world Maria and her values are the rocks which help to ground a man, eh Will?” 
 
    “Aye you are right, El Campeador, and I know that I have been lucky to have her in my life. My father was a good judge of character.” I led him to the fire in the large room we used for dining. The heat began to thaw the two frozen knights as soon as we entered. “And where are we to be sent this time? The Moors again?” 
 
    The three of us were alone and Rodrigo went to the door to close it. This was unusual for he normally spoke openly when in my home. He took off his cloak and laid it on the back of a chair. “This is delicate, Will, for we are to go to León and speak with King Alfonso at Oviedo.” 
 
    I frowned, “Oviedo, is that not the former home of Don Diego?” 
 
    “The very same. King Alfonso likes it as a retreat for there he can indulge his pleasures unseen by the court.” I looked up and he shook his head and held up a warning finger, “Do not ask more for King Alfonso has some appetites which are best not spoken of.” I remembered the conversation with Álvar where he had told me how the King had tried to seduce Don Diego’s daughter, Jimena. Things became clearer. 
 
    “And what are we to do?” 
 
    Rodrigo’s voice became lower, “We are there to seek an alliance between King Alfonso and King Sancho against their brother King Garcia.” 
 
    The shock must have shown on my face for I was a simple man and it seemed inconceivable that a family could break apart so quickly. “But we fought against King Alfonso!” 
 
    Rodrigo shrugged, “And that served merely to show King Alfonso that he has a weaker army. This olive branch will gain him land for King Garcia is the weakest of the three brothers.” 
 
    “And this sits well with you?” 
 
    The door opened as Maria and her women brought in mulled wine and food. Rodrigo answered me but could not elaborate, “No, it does not but I am Armiger Regis and my fate is bound up with King Sancho.” He smiled, “We will speak on the road for we leave at dawn. We have far to travel.” 
 
    I left Iago, Juan, Pedro and Geoffrey at home. It was a conscious and necessary decision. My seven young warriors had acquitted themselves well at Lantadilla and I wanted to give my three older warriors some peace. Juan and Pedro had both become interested in two women who lived in Briviesca. Iago had a family and I wished to give them the chance to have one too. As for Geoffrey, he had three children and he had begun to breed horses. He had never really been a warrior and in his heart he was a horse master. It suited me. We had taken a couple of mares at Lantadilla, one had belonged to the standard-bearer of the knight we had slain. She was a large mare and Geoffrey wished to let Killer mount her and the other three mares we had taken. He would spend the time we were away making colts. I took Copper as my horse. Of course, my young warriors were delighted to be given such responsibility. They would be guarding El Campeador and there was no greater honour in Castile. 
 
    The roads were awful and our cloaks and horses were besmirched and encrusted with mud when we finally reached Oviedo. We had passed few people on the road and we were the only warriors we had seen. As we entered King Alfonso’s retreat, I reflected that we looked more like beggars than emissaries from a king! That we were not expected was obvious for we were kept waiting for two hours in an antechamber. Eventually his steward, Raimundo, who had been the cleric who had taught Alfonso when still a prince, appeared. 
 
    “Don Rodrigo, this is an unexpected honour. My master asks what is its purpose, for he comes here to reflect and to contemplate God?”  
 
    I had already guessed that there were young girls in the hall for I had caught sight of some as we had led our horses to the stable. If King Alfonso was contemplating anything it was more of a carnal than a spiritual nature. 
 
    Rodrigo knew how to play this game, “I am here at the behest of King Sancho of Castile for he wishes to end the belligerence and conflict which exists between our two kingdoms.” 
 
    The Steward was a clever man and had helped to shape the man who was now King of León. “Then I will have quarters for the three of you. Your men and servants will have to make do with the stable.” 
 
    It was an insult and a deliberate one at that, but I knew the young warriors would not object. Rodrigo nodded, “That would be acceptable.” 
 
    The hall was a magnificent one and I wondered, as we were shown to our chambers, if King Alfonso had deliberately made advances to drive Don Diego from his home. Certainly, from what I had learned at Lantadilla, his appetite was for girls who were younger than Jimena Díaz. Although the welcome we had been given was cordial there were still guards on the doors. I wondered now at the wisdom of bringing just my young warriors. My older warriors would have used their ears and eyes to gather information. Abu could discover some things but the colour of his skin meant that men would be less open in his presence. 
 
    I had brought some good clothes for I was greeting a King. The fine garment I would wear had been given to me all those years ago by the then Prince Sancho and it still fitted; I had worn it so infrequently that it appeared as new. I also combed my hair and beard. I did not apply the oil which I knew some knights did. It was an Eastern custom and I had yet to adopt it. The three of us were summoned by a herald and we went to the dining chamber. I had expected to see his armiger there or, perhaps, Don Gonzalo but they were not present. The young knights were not known to me but one caught my eye. There was a greasy look about him and I guessed that he oiled his hair and beard in the Eastern manner. It was his eyes which chilled me for they were the eyes of a killer. I learned that his name was Vellido Adolfo, but I never discovered if he was a knight or not. I would meet him again in the future but the Norman in me often wondered if my reaction to him was a sign. All I knew was that I was uncomfortable and distrusted him! We were indoors and none wore spurs as that custom was considered the height of bad manners. 
 
    King Alfonso looked as though he was enjoying being the King and his fingers were bejewelled and his beard perfumed. That was in direct contrast to King Sancho who now went for the plain look of a warrior and his only ring was his seal. 
 
    “Don Rodrigo, this is a surprise, but you are more than welcome. When I heard that Don Álvar had come I wondered if he had reconsidered my offer and decided to join me.” He smiled and waved a hand of dismissal, “As you are with him and you are Armiger Regis then I can assume that I was wrong.” 
 
    Álvar nodded, “Yes King Alfonso. I am still oathsworn.” 
 
    “No matter. Now let us eat for whatever words you have to say can be said when I have a full stomach.” He clapped his hands and a succession of rich and heavily spiced foods were brought in. I had been brought up on simple and plain fare. I ate the delicacies but, I confess, I thought Maria’s lamb stew with beans was better! I drank sparingly, as did Rodrigo. It was then I noticed that Vellido Adolfo also drank little and his eyes rarely left Rodrigo. Was he an assassin and was Rodrigo’s life in danger? We were sharing one chamber and, if necessary, I could sleep behind the door. 
 
    When we had finished the meal, the King dismissed all of his knights but retained Raimundo, his steward. He gave an oily smile, “I guessed that what you had to say would be for my ears alone.” 
 
    “You are wise beyond your years, King Alfonso.” 
 
    “Then speak for I have need of my bed.” The lascivious look on his face left me in no doubt what that need was and it was not sleep. 
 
    “I will come to the point then, King Alfonso. Your brother believes that there is no need for conflict between us. Your raids into Badajoz show that you have ambitions to the west.” The King nodded noncommittally. That his forays had failed were well known. The King needed a victory and that was the ironic olive branch which his brother held out to him. Rodrigo sighed for this did not sit well with him but he would do as his king had demanded, “King Sancho believes that Galicia is weak and that if the two of you attacked together then it could be conquered quickly and the land divided between you. He would be happy for you to have the tribute from Badajoz and he would have Sevilla and Córdoba.” 
 
    I could tell that this had taken the King by surprise. “Why so generous? Most of the land of Galicia is closer to my Kingdom.” 
 
    “Let us say, King Alfonso, that King Sancho did not like the division of your late father’s Kingdom into three.” 
 
    King Alfonso laughed, “So he wants me to help him defeat my brother and then he swallows me? Does he think me a fool?” 
 
    Rodrigo shook his head, “No, Your Majesty, and I cannot read King Sancho’s mind. I am here to deliver his words. As you know I do not forswear. The words you hear from my lips are the truth as I know it.” 
 
    The King nodded seriously, “And that alone is why I will consider your words.” 
 
    We were dismissed for the King rose to retire. Left alone there was much I wished to ask Rodrigo, but this was not the place as I did not know who might be listening. We went to our room and after ascertaining that there was a bolt on the inside, I slid it across and felt much happier. The room was a large one and by sitting away from the door we were, effectively, next to the outside wall of the hall.  
 
    Álvar asked the question which was on my lips, “What is to stop King Alfonso going to King Garcia and telling him what our King plans?” 
 
    Rodrigo smiled and that told me that he had already thought of this. “Nothing, except for a keen sense of self-preservation. If you were King Alfonso which brother gives you the best chance of winning?” 
 
    We all knew the answer, but Rodrigo wanted his cousin to answer it, “King Sancho, of course for he has defeated Alfonso and with you to lead his superior army he could defeat either brother.” I watched him sip his wine as he followed his thoughts to their logical conclusion. “He could even defeat both brothers if they combined,” 
 
    Rodrigo nodded, “If King Garcia discovers this then he will fear that King Alfonso might be trying to trick him, and he might attack León and that would put King Alfonso in the middle. He might well reject the plan, although I do not think he will, and if he does he will not tell King Garcia about it. The worst thing that might happen would be if King Alfonso fought King Garcia and lost or won. Either way, it would make one brother potentially stronger than King Sancho.” 
 
    Álvar said, “We could still defeat the winner!” 
 
    I sighed, “This is too complicated for me.” 
 
    “And I am not happy about it either. I am the Armiger Regis and I have to obey the King, but this is not good for Spain.” 
 
    The next morning we went to our breakfast, but the King did not show himself for some time. When he came, he came with his steward, “We have decided that we will think on this and take advice from those close advisers who are not here. This is my time of rest and I will wait until I return to León before I give my brother a decision. I will use as an emissary someone I can trust. You should be honoured, El Campeador, for despite our differences I trust you and Álvar.”  
 
    I was not offended by the fact that I was ignored. I was not a noble! 
 
    We left straight away for there was nothing to be gained from staying there. It was a cold and miserable journey home and I was glad to see Burgos. “William, I would have you with us when we report to the King.” 
 
    We had arrived in the late afternoon and as it would take us almost half a day to reach our home there was little to be gained by leaving quickly. It would give me the opportunity to speak with my old friends in the garrison and make some purchases in the market. They say that Fate is capricious. If I had gone immediately home and arrived back in the dark, I might have been cold and hungry but how different would my life have been? The extra night changed my life forever! 
 
    King Sancho was anxious to speak with us and we were summoned immediately to his presence. Only the four of us were present for I think that the King wished to have time to ponder King Alfonso’s answer before making it public. I knew that one of the main reasons that we had been selected for this task was discretion. We knew many of King Sancho’s secrets and we had never divulged even one of them. The importance of the meeting was reflected in the fact that Don Juan of Burgos and Don Iago of Astorga were the two guards on the doors. 
 
    Minaya and I stood behind Rodrigo as he recounted King Alfonso’s words. He then elaborated on what he thought King Alfonso would do. King Sancho nodded his agreement, “As ever, El Campeador, you have assessed it aright and now we apply a little pressure of our own. It has come to my attention that King Sancho of Aragon and King Sancho of Navarre seek to make war on us for they see Castile as weak. They wish to retake the land we won after Atapuerca.” I wondered how he had gathered this information. He must have seen the questioning look I gave to Rodrigo for he added, “I have many sympathisers in both courts, and they have sent me coded messages.” 
 
    Rodrigo nodded, “Were you aware of this before we travelled to Oviedo, King Sancho?”  
 
    Any other man would have been embarrassed but King Sancho, Sancho the Great, thought too much of himself to be embarrassed even before the man to whom he owed so much already. “Of course I was, but it did not change your task. This way we have the opportunity to strike early at Navarre and Aragon and give my brother even more reason to ally with us!” 
 
    Rodrigo held the King’s gaze, “Your brother believes that when you have defeated Garcia then you will turn your attention to him and his Kingdom.” 
 
    “Then my brother is not as stupid as I thought.” 
 
    I knew that Rodrigo was not happy with the words he had just heard but he had amazing self-control and he said nothing. 
 
    “We do not wait for campaigning weather, El Campeador, we strike before Easter.” He looked at me, “We attack Bureba!” 
 
    I spoke for the first time and the fact that I did so made them all look at me in surprise, “But that is barely six miles from my hall and the lord there is a friend! He is a fat old knight who has few defences and never goes to war.” 
 
    The King laughed, “When my father’s steward sold the estate to you for such a paltry amount were you not suspicious? The land and the manor should be ruled by a knight but your martial skills made you a perfect choice for with the manor you become the chamberlain for Burgos and the back door to Navarre. My father was a clever man!” 
 
    I actually felt physically sick. Looking back, I now saw how obvious it all was, but I had just been named the hero of Salamanca and when I had been given the chance to buy the estate, I thought it was just good fortune. Now I knew different and I had taken Maria and placed her and those I regarded as my family in great danger.  
 
    Rodrigo saw the signs that I was losing my temper and he gripped my arm, “King Sancho, we are all tired after our journey. Perhaps on the morrow you could give us the details we need for this campaign in Navarre and Aragon.” 
 
    “Of course, and I have arranged for Don Diego and his daughter to attend the feast this night. That should please you.” 
 
    I saw Rodrigo blush and Álvar chuckled. It was like a joke was being played and I was not part of it. I served masters who just used me, and I was angry. Had I gone home instead of attending then I would have had one more night of peace. I could not speak when we left the hall for Don Iago of Astorga was waiting to take us to our chamber and he was full of questions. I heard none of them for I was seething. If a war was to be fought just six miles from my hall then I knew the dangers. Bureba and its lord, Fernando, were not a threat. I had called him a fat old knight but that was from affection for he was a jolly old man who had neither wife nor child. He enjoyed eating and drinking. I got on well with the old man but Bureba was the gateway to Navarre and King Sancho Ramirez and his Aragonese namesake would fight to keep the war as close to Castile and my home as they could. 
 
    I heard laughter and looked up with fists bunched for I thought they were laughing at me. They were not. Álvar and Don Iago were laughing at a blushing Rodrigo. “Cousin, you can face any number of enemies without flinching and you can negotiate with kings, but one mention of Jimena and you crumble like a pillar of salt!” He nudged me in the ribs. It was one of Álvar’s more annoying habits, “I am sorry, Will, for you do not see the jest in this. My cousin here is smitten with the young and beautiful daughter of Don Diego, Jimena. He has not the courage to ask for her hand when all the world knows that she would wed him in a heartbeat.” 
 
    “Peace! You chatter like a magpie! Poor Will has enough to think about without this nonsense. I promised Don Diego that I would not consider marriage until we have Oviedo back under his control and Jimena understands! Now back to your duties, Don Iago. We have to prepare for a feast even though none of us is in any mood for it!” 
 
    Once in the chamber, he stood with his back to the door in case I might flee. “I knew nothing about this, Will! You have to believe me.” 
 
    “And I do. I never thought for one moment that either you or Álvar would have been a party to it. I am disappointed in King Ferdinand, may he rest in peace, for I thought better of him. It just pains me that I fight for a royal family which does not deserve my loyalty.” 
 
    Álvar shook his head, “Keep your voice down, Will, for that sounds like treason and you could lose your head.” 
 
    I unbuckled my sword and shook my head, “Can neither of you see? We took Maria and the others from your home in Vivar where there was safety and we put them in the greatest of danger.” 
 
    “My father had sent her hence.” 
 
    “But she could have continued working in the inn and what of the others? They came because we asked them to.” I emphasised the words again, “We asked them to come, Rodrigo! They came because they trusted us, and we have let them down!” 
 
    He took his own sword off and sat upon the bed, “No, Will, the ones who let us down are those who rule us, and I have learned a valuable lesson. Let us look forward for we can help Maria and the others by defeating the Aragonese and Navarrese.” 
 
    I nodded, “Aye, and that strikes me as part of King Sancho’s plan. Do not worry, I have been bought and paid for. I am now a mercenary, but I know where lies my loyalty: to my family and to you two. There it ends.” My Norse ancestors understood oaths, and, in my head, I had just made one and I would not be forsworn. 
 
    We dressed for the feast, but it was in silence which contrasted with the usual chatter which normally occurred when we prepared. We all had much to think about. I had no doubts that Rodrigo spoke the truth as it was not in his nature to lie. He had known nothing about it. We were amongst the last to descend to the feasting hall. That there were women present in the feasting hall was unusual, but King Sancho had a court now rather than a home for warriors and he needed to have powerful men on his side. There were merchants from Burgos and their wives. I recognised some of them.  
 
    The three of us stood in the doorway looking for faces that we knew. I had just waved to one of the knights I had trained, Don Sebastian, when my eyes lit upon such a beauty that my heart simply stopped. As soon as I looked upon her, I was hers and I knew that she would be the only woman I would ever love. I did not even know that I had spoken aloud until Álvar laughed, “Who is that vision of loveliness I see standing before me?” 
 
    Álvar laughed and clapped me on the back, “Now that is better, Will. You are funny and you do make me laugh. This is better than the sad warrior; mock Rodrigo! How did you know that was Jimena, the woman who holds Rodrigo’s heart in her hand?” 
 
    I could not speak for I had gone from the heights of ecstasy to a pit of despair. I could never have her for she was Rodrigo’s. Rodrigo looked at me and I saw understanding in his eyes, “Cousin, you are a fool, Will here did not know. He thinks she is beautiful is all and he is right and she is the love of my life.” 
 
    Jimena came over to us and we all bowed. I suddenly felt ungainly, awkward and out of place and I knew that my bow did not look as natural as the others. When she spoke, her voice was like a mountain brook trickling in spring. As Rodrigo kissed her outstretched hand she said, “I am guessing that this mighty warrior who towers over us is the famous William Redbeard, the protector of my love.” 
 
    “It is, Jimena, and a truer friend and warrior a man never had.” Was there a hidden message in Rodrigo’s words for he knew me better than any and while others might occasionally see into my heart, Rodrigo could always. 
 
    I looked up into her eyes which were like deep pools of blue and I felt guilty for my thoughts were not the ones of a friend. I wanted Jimena and I knew I could never have her. I wanted to flee the hall and return to my home. I wanted to lock myself away like the cave bear I was. Instead, I took her hand and kissed its back. I had never touched anything so soft in my life. It made velvet seem rough. As my lips touched the back of her hand, I was aware of how rough my own hands were and that my lips were unworthy to soil hers. I had a whiff of roses and rosemary as I stood, and I felt intoxicated. 
 
    Jimena laughed as did Álvar, who mocked me,  “You have taken his breath away, Jimena!” Álvar took her hand and kissed it, too. 
 
    “I am pleased to meet you.” My words sounded stilted and awkward. When Álvar and Rodrigo spoke, it was as though the words were right and meant to be uttered. I was not meant for the company of ladies. I was a rough warrior and I had no place here.  
 
    Jimena linked the two knights and I was left to follow them to the table. They chatted but I did not hear the words. I had entered the King’s palace one man and I would leave another. I knew that I would now never know the happiness of a wife and family and that the home I thought was safe was now going to be a place of war. The feast might have had fine food and wine but I tasted none of it. I said but a handful of words all evening. When we returned to our chamber Rodrigo and I had to help Álvar to the room for he had drunk too well. We laid him on the bed and began to undress. 
 
    Rodrigo knew me as well as any man and he was concerned as we prepared for sleep, “You were quiet tonight, Will. You are letting the worry of your home get to you. Trust me the Navarrese will never threaten Briviesca. Had the King not decided to begin the war then there might have been some slight danger, but our army will be north of Briviesca and we will take the war to them. You cannot doubt but that we shall defeat them!” 
 
    I took off my buskins, “And when the war is over and we have won, what then? When we go to fight King Garcia what of my home? What if the Navarrese and Aragonese decide to take advantage of the King’s absence? My home will lie in their path!” 
 
    “That will not happen!” 
 
    I used his formal title for I felt further from him in that moment than I ever had before, “Don Rodrigo, you are a great leader and warrior, but can you look into the future? I think not. I will serve for I have given my word, but I will also ensure that my home is well protected. I will leave in the morning and await the arrival of King Sancho and his army. I will not be at the muster for I need to make my home as strong as I can make it!” 
 
    There was sadness in his eyes as he nodded. That one day changed the course of my life and I think that, as I lay down to try to claim some elusive sleep, I knew it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    I rose well before dawn because I had not been able to sleep soundly and, when I had drifted off, my dreams had been haunted by the loveliness that was Jimena. I say haunted for she seemed to laugh and mock me. I roused my men and we left the palace. I was well known by the guards or else I would have been unable to do so. Instead of heading home I headed into Burgos and its markets. The palace might still be abed for dawn was just breaking but the markets and the town were awake. I went to the hiring market. Here there were neither traders nor stalls. Instead, it was filled with those who sought to be employed. They sat around the edges staring vacantly into space, until a likely employer entered. They would then stand and shout out their skills. I had found servants there before. It was in one such place that I had found Abu and Geoffrey. 
 
    I ignored the words they shouted to make me look at them and used instead my eyes for I knew what I was looking for. I wanted old soldiers. King Sancho would be able to offer greater financial inducement for young warriors. He needed fresh blood for his wars but I only wanted men who had fought and made their lives those of warriors. Besides, I did not need mobile men I needed wise old heads who knew how to fight and could defend my walls. The ones I wanted were the ones who hung back because they thought that their lives were over. The ones without hope would be the best choice for I could give them a future. I found eight. Six of them had been wounded although none seriously. One had lost the fingers of his left hand; another had been lamed. Two had each lost an eye. None of that mattered for when I spoke with them and told them what I wanted I saw fire come back once more into their faces. They were each a poorer version of Roger of Bordeaux. They were grateful not only for the beds I would offer in winter but the chance of redemption. They would have a purpose in life once more having been discarded by others. That done, I had Abu hire a wagon and we went to the other markets where I spent my money on the materials we would need to make Briviesca a fortress. It was the middle of the afternoon by the time we arrived back at my hall. I bought more bedding for with my new men, not to mention Philip and Paulo, I did not wish to upset Maria who would have to make new bedding. It was an expense but, in the scheme of things, a minor one.  
 
    As we left the main road to ride the trail up to Briviesca I looked at my hall and my village from the point of view of an advancing army. This was the only way in and that was both a blessing and a curse. It meant there was just one point of attack, but it also closed off every other avenue of retreat. If attacked, we would be trapped here. I spied places where we could put obstacles in the way of any raiders. I saw the farms and houses which would be threatened first. I would need to speak with the farmers and give them instructions in case of an attack. 
 
    We passed through the village and I waved and spoke absent-mindedly to those who called me lord, as I continued to look at my walls with critical eyes. The tower was not imposing enough, and it was not on the eastern wall. It faced west for I liked the sun. Nor was it tall enough. I needed it to be so tall that ladders could not easily assail it. The gatehouse was also totally inadequate. An enemy could build a ram and it would break asunder quickly. I thought back to Salamanca and Magerit and I knew how we could improve it. I would build two small towers and an inner gateway. I would make it self-contained so that it became a fort within a fortress. I was so wrapped up in my thoughts that I almost failed to answer Maria’s welcome. 
 
    I hugged her tightly, so tight in fact that when she pulled away, she asked, “What is wrong, my son?” Rodrigo knew me the best but Maria was not far behind and she had female intuition! 
 
    I smiled to put her at her ease although I knew that I had not fooled her, “I will tell you all after we have eaten. We need to have all my warriors at the table. We have food enough?” She nodded. “These are new men I have taken on. I must house them for they have all had a hard life. I have brought bedding and bolts of cloth.” She nodded and, for once, did not complain about the work. She knew that something was amiss in the heart of her foster son. 
 
    One thing I had noticed about all of the men was that they had not eaten well, and they were dressed in rags. I suspect that some would not have survived the winter had I not employed them. I took them to the quarters used by the single men. As I entered, I could see that it was not big enough, that was quite clear but we could enlarge it easily enough. In making it bigger we would also make it harder for an enemy to take what would become my castle for we would butt the extended part against the north wall of the defences. My mind had become a little more like Rodrigo’s and the aesthetics of the hall would have to take second place behind the functionality of defence. I needed to make layers of defence. A wall around the village, a ditch around my hall’s walls and a long, solid line of buildings within linking my hall and the warrior halls to the tower! 
 
    Iago, Juan and Pedro came over to me, “A good visit, Will?” Iago knew me as well as any man save Rodrigo and his words were full of concern for he saw my face and knew that it betokened some dire news.  
 
    “I will tell all when we have eaten. I know that you normally eat with your family these days, Iago, but I would have you and Geoffrey attend for what I have to say is full of moment!” 
 
    They were warriors and the three of them accepted hardship, but Iago had a family and I saw the worry on his face. There was nothing I could say that would assuage that worry. 
 
    I turned to Abu and Jorge, “I would have you and my young warriors dine with us this night for the words I have concern you too.” They had been with me on the trip to Oviedo and Burgos but we had been discreet and they knew nothing about the words which had changed my life. 
 
    They nodded and their faces showed that my words had made them worried. 
 
    My feasting hall was little more than a large room with a huge table in the centre. We had built the table in the room and it could accommodate twenty or so people. That night it was full. The warriors and the women who had come with Maria sat around its sides. Maria and I employed some girls from the village to act as servants and so we were all seated. The conversation flowed but I said little. Those who had ridden with me told the others what we had seen but, of course, only I knew of the words spoken by the high and the mighty. I picked at my food, but I ate enough to avoid the wrath of Maria. It was not just the impending war which filled my head with the wild screeching birds of doom, it was also the beautiful Jimena. She was Rodrigo’s intended even though there had been no formal announcement, it was clear from their looks and fond touches that the couple were in love. I was sworn to protect Rodrigo and that meant I would be seeing the beauty I could never have every day of my life. I was sentenced to the slowest death imaginable. Each day in her presence would be like another knife to my heart. 
 
    When the food was finished, I stood and raised my goblet of almost untouched wine, “Here is to Briviesca and all those who reside within its walls. Know that each of you is dearer to me than any other!” 
 
    They raised their goblets and cheered. I saw that my words made them smile, especially the younger warriors. 
 
    “I have asked you here for an important announcement. War is coming and it will be fought close to here.” I could not tell them of King Sancho’s plans for that would be treason. I would let my warriors know but for the rest, I told a version of the truth. “The Navarrese and Aragonese intend to attack Castile.” Some of the women gasped. The men did not! “Bureba was a friend but now may be an enemy. I have hired more men to man these walls and they will be as a garrison to defend my home when I fight alongside El Campeador. The new warriors will help us make this stronger. I saw my new men sit a little straighter and their eyes burned brighter for they could now see a purpose in their lives. “We will build a stronger gatehouse and we will make our tower bigger. We will lay in supplies of food so that if an enemy comes my people, the people of Briviesca, will not starve.” I smiled, “Iago and my warriors know that if you make a place hard to take then, oft times, an enemy will find somewhere easier to pillage. We are not on the main road and if we are strong and resolute then an enemy may well decide to head to Burgos instead.” 
 
    Maria held my hand, “Then we may be spared?” 
 
    “I pray to God that we shall but let us prepare as though we will not, eh?” 
 
    The women were worried, and they did what women do at such times, they cleared the table and went into the kitchen to help the servants clean up. There they would talk about the problem and how they would deal with it; that was their way. My warriors sat around the table and I told them what would happen. 
 
    Iago said, “There is more, Will, eh?” 
 
    I nodded, “King Sancho will attack first, and that campaign will be before Easter. You, Iago, Juan and Pedro will not come with the army for you will defend our home. You now have a garrison and you can train them as you train new warriors. That they are old dogs matters not. They have skills but we teach them the Briviesca way!” There would have been a time when they would have complained and said they wished to come but the three of them nodded for they were realists and knew that a warrior only had so much luck and they were no longer young men. “If… when we win this war then I will have to follow Rodrigo de Vivar west to fight another war. While we are away then the work on our defences will continue as will our vigilance. I have major plans for our home, and we will make it a fortress that even a king will find hard to swallow! I will do my duty to King Sancho, but my home will be safe!” 
 
    The next months saw frenetic work. As it was winter, we were able to use the men from the village to help and I paid them with the grain I had bought in Burgos. We had a low wall to build around the village and that was relatively easy. The harder work was on the tower, gatehouse and my taller wall. I worked, stripped to the waist even though it was winter, and I laboured at the treadmill crane which hoisted the roughly cut stone we had taken from the nearby mountain. A noble would not have approved of our stonework for it was neither done by masons nor was it all of the same stone. My men hewed it with wedges and hammers. It built up the strength of the younger warriors but the cuts were not as clean as would have been made by a mason! Some of the blocks were lighter in colour than others. I cared not how it looked; I wanted strength and the stone from the mountains gave us that. By the standards of Salamanca, the gatehouse was crude, but it would be effective. There was a gap of just four paces between the two gates. We could bolt and bar both inner and outer gates from within and there was a ladder to give access to the fighting platform. The two small towers were big enough for a couple of archers or a single crossbow. When we improved the tower, we were able to add one more floor before the King brought his army north.  
 
    All of the mail, helmets and weapons had been distributed amongst the new men and the farmers. We were still short of an adequate supply and Iago, who now acted as the unofficial lieutenant of my men, impressed on all of them the need to scavenge not only for treasure but mail, helmets and weapons when we were on the battlefield. Iago was followed around by Jorge who was learning for Jorge would be the new lieutenant when we went to war. My words at the feast had struck home and to Jorge and my young warriors, Maria and the women were all family, their family. 
 
    It was Don Álvar who brought us news, as March ended and April beckoned, that King Sancho and his army were heading north. I mustered my young warriors quickly for I knew how urgent it was that we began this war before our enemies knew we had begun. I had not bothered with a banner nor did I have a design upon our shields, but we all had the same look for all wore the same helmet and had the same blue cloaks. Our red shields were all covered in strips of scrap metal. We did not look like a lord’s retinue, but we looked like warriors. Men came to recognise the red and blue of Redbeard’s men and they came to realise that we were a deadly weapon in King Sancho’s armoury! The horses they rode were good ones and thanks to the efforts of Geoffrey, we now had four foals who were the fruit of Killer’s loins. It would take some time to school them but one day my young warriors would each ride to war on a warhorse! He had already picked one out for me as my replacement for Killer; Hercules would be a good warhorse. 
 
    The army was mustering at the main road which my road joined. The advance guard, led by Rodrigo, were already there. I knew, from Álvar’s words as we left my hall, that El Campeador had tried to persuade King Sancho to hire Moorish archers for he had learned from Lantadilla. King Sancho had decided not to use them. Rodrigo examined me closely as I arrived, “Are you well?” 
 
    I smiled, “Do you mean am I over my moody moment? Aye, I have made my home stronger and hired stout men to defend it. Events may well conspire to hurt us, but I am prepared.” He could not know that I had fallen asleep each night thinking of his love, Jimena. That was an impossible dream for I was a hired sword and I would put it from my mind. I would not marry. Maria would never know the joy of grandchildren, at least not from within a marriage. There were women enough who would happily lie with me and bear a child for I would not abandon a woman nor my child, but I would not give a woman the illusion that she had my heart. That belonged to another although she knew it not and, if I had my way, would never know it. 
 
    To put her from my mind I concentrated on the task at hand. “What is the King’s plan?” 
 
    Rodrigo’s look told me that it involved me, “We will ride to Bureba and speak with Don Fernando.” 
 
    I had been dreading this and hoped that someone else would be tasked with reducing the town. “You mean that we attack?” 
 
    He shook his head, “The King’s command was to take Bureba and we shall do so, but I will use a weapon that the King does not value as much as he should, I will use Will Redbeard. You and I, along with Álvar, will speak with Don Fernando. We will persuade him to open his gates and save bloodshed.” 
 
    “He has no defences!” 
 
    “Then the opening of the gates should be a simple decision.” Don Rodrigo had a clinical mind and he thought to save casualties, but I saw this as an attempt to use my friendship to further King Sancho’s ends. 
 
    The rest of the army was still arriving and so I led my men along with Rodrigo, Álvar, Don Iago and five other knights. We were enough to show that we had the might of Castile but not enough to suggest that we would try to take the small town by storm. 
 
    The mountains to one side of the road afforded protection. It was the mountain which divided Bureba from Briviesca. I was well known in the town for I had hunted bandits with Don Fernando’s men who had asked me to help him. It had made us friends. There were no gates and we rode, with swords sheathed and helmets on our saddles to Don Fernando’s hall. We dismounted and the three of us waited for the doors to be opened. The worst thing would be if we heard horses galloping north, to Pamplona, for that would mean Don Fernando was summoning help. The door opened and his steward invited us in, “I pray you enter. Don Fernando will be down to greet you shortly.” 
 
    We were taken to a comfortable looking chamber with a large table in the centre. It would be where the family ate. When Don Fernando entered, I could see that he did not look well. I had not even wondered why he should have been in the upper chambers during the day.  
 
    “Don Fernando, are you unwell?” The concern in my voice was genuine 
 
    He smiled at me as he sat in the cushioned seat before the fire, “It is kind of you to ask, William, but, at my age, when a man rises without an ache and pain it is a good day. Let us say that I look at each dawn as a joy and my people’s happiness is that which makes my life fulfilled.” 
 
    It was enigmatic but I could see that he was ill. “We are sorry to have bothered you.” 
 
    “And yet knights of Castile, led by the great El Campeador, not to mention the mighty host which follow you, William, are camped on my doorstep. Is this war?” 
 
    Rodrigo had asked me to speak and I did so, “Lord, as you know this land is disputed by King Sancho of Castile and he would make it Castilian once more. You have my word that nothing will change for you and your people. There will be no increase in taxes, and you will be protected from your enemies.” 
 
    He smiled at me, “William, you are a good man and, I think, a good friend but in this matter your word means little. If El Campeador will give his word, then we will surrender Bureba to King Sancho.” 
 
    Rodrigo stepped forward and said, “Don Fernando, you have my word and that word means that I would fight any who tried to hurt the Lord of Bureba or his people.” He emphasised the word any and we all knew that meant King Sancho as well. It was Rodrigo’s way and, in many ways, would prove to be his downfall. Again, I get ahead of myself, that chapter was in the future and when he served a different king. 
 
    “Then it is done!” Don Fernando turned to his steward, “Let my people know.” 
 
    “Aye lord.” The man scurried off. 
 
    “And now, gentlemen, I shall return to my bed.” We stood aside as his two servants helped him to his feet. He looked at me and smiled, “If I do not see you again, William, know that in the short time I have come to know you I have enjoyed your company for you are as true a man as I have ever met and I apologize that I could not accept your word. No insult was intended.” 
 
    “And none was taken. When you are well, I will visit with you again.” 
 
    “Visit with me in any case for I fear this ailment is here for some time.” 
 
    As we left to return to the army I was pensive. The Lord of Bureba was dying and yet he had risen from his bed because he had a duty. He was, quite literally, a dying breed. He was a lord who put his people before all else. His king would have had him resist. Men would have died needlessly, and the outcome would have been the same. Don Fernando had done what he did for Bureba. I knew that I would do the same for Briviesca. My village was inconsequential; we were a pawn and, as such, would be sacrificed without King Sancho missing a heartbeat. 
 
    Rodrigo’s voice was quiet as he spoke with me, “That was well done, Will, and today your words saved many men’s lives. That is as great a victory as slaying men in battle, some would say greater.” 
 
    “It does not feel that way.” 
 
    “It will, in the fullness of time.” Rodrigo had become much wiser. I wondered if it was the influence of Jimena, or perhaps I was ascribing the change because Jimena was on my mind and I was putting myself in his place. 
 
    The King had arrived in our absence and was delighted with the news, “Rodrigo, you are the most able warrior in the land, who else could defeat an enemy with words as well as his sword. Now that the road here is in our hands we strike north and east along the Ebro valley where we will head towards Pamplona.” He leaned forward, “My intent, El Campeador, is to draw King Sancho of Navarre and his ally from behind Pamplona’s walls and to fight a battle on ground of my choosing. You know this valley well. Take your knights and the men of William Redbeard. You will be the advance guard. You will keep pushing until there is resistance.” 
 
    “You do not wish us to move secretly, King Sancho?” 
 
    “No, now that Bureba is in our hands I can put Don Juan of Burgos in the town to help our new ally to defend the road. As it is winter, we have, effectively, cut off the north-west of Navarre. King Sancho of Navarre will have to summon his Aragonese allies and we have a greater chance of victory.” 
 
    King Sancho was a clever tactician. As I sit here writing this all down, I wonder which was the chicken and which was the egg. Rodrigo had been there when King Sancho was transforming from a prince to a great king. Who had had the most influence? Even as I ponder the question the answer comes to me, King Sancho had the power but Rodrigo de Vivar had the ability. 
 
    The King was correct, we did know this valley well. We had first ridden it when heading to Pamplona to serve the Prince while he was still a young man. We had campaigned here against the Zaragozans and the Aragonese. Finally, Rodrigo and I had ridden this land when there had been peace and we both knew the places to draw the Navarrese to battle. The valley was fertile but had few strongholds and those that there were guarded the more direct route to Pamplona. It was still early spring, but the new grass was coming and the crops had yet to grow. We had grazing for our horses and we took food from the Navarrese. In the van, Rodrigo paid for the food. He was no fool and wanted the people on our side. They would be hungrier as the mailed locusts passed down their valley but at least they had silver to compensate for the lack of food and they had not been robbed. All of this contributed to the creation of the legend that became El Cid. He was a warrior and a great one but he was also a compassionate man who understood the people. I wondered why other lords were not like him. 
 
    We found opposition when were just eight miles from Viana, a place of some importance as the title Prince of Viana was accorded to the prince who would succeed the King of Navarre. We had just entered the tiny village of El Campillar. We could have ridden south of the Ebro and had just as easy a journey, but Rodrigo knew the importance of Viana, and he had also identified a number of sites where we could fight a battle with a good chance of victory. We had ridden into the tiny village of no more than eleven houses when a column of mailed men galloped towards the village too. This was an encounter which was planned by neither side. We had been heading to the village, El Campillar, to camp for the night and I guess, the scouts from the Navarrese army were doing the same. The result was a chaotic skirmish as we both galloped into the village at the same time. 
 
    Our line of march had meant that Raimundo and Sebastian from my men along with Rodrigo’s two former servants, Philip and Paulo, led our column for the four of them knew this valley well. We had trained them even though they were our servants to act as warriors and given them clear instructions. They reacted quicker than the Navarrese; they turned their horses and galloped back to warn us. Sebastian shouted, “Horsemen ahead. They are mailed!” 
 
    At the fore of our column were Rodrigo, Álvar, me and Don Iago of Astorga. There were other knights and then my men. Despite the fact that our helmets hung from our saddles Rodrigo did not hesitate, “Sound the horn! We attack!” He spurred his horse. He was not riding Babieca, but Hidalgo was a good horse and was well trained. As soon as the spurs were applied, he leapt forward and Rodrigo was drawing his sword before his mount had taken two strides. The three of us who rode with him had been doing so for many years and our horses were soon riding next to his. Unlike the knights who rode with King Sancho, because we were the vanguard, we rode with our shields strapped to our arms and were ready for war. As we passed the last house, we saw the Navarrese horsemen. They had seen the four scouts and heard the horn. They were hurrying to catch them and so we clashed on the patch of ground where the villagers grew their salads and vegetables. We had shields and they did not. They had swords and spears but, myself and my men apart, we were knights.  
 
    Rodrigo drew first blood and Tizona swept into the chest of the leading rider. He was a light horseman for they had been able to chase our scouts more quickly than the mailed men and the edge of the blade tore through the leather and into his chest. We ripped through their first four men for each of us slew one or unhorsed one. The riders behind the ones we slew had the chance to draw weapons and they were mailed. They had not had time to fit their shields and so we, although outnumbered, each had a shield to block one blow while, with our swords, we found unprotected arms.  
 
    The action did not last long for Rodrigo was recognised and the Navarrese feared him. A voice cried out, “It is El Campeador! Let us fall back!” 
 
    The brief skirmish was over as the survivors turned tail and ran. The rest of our knights and my men reined in as Rodrigo held up his hand, “Secure the spare horses and see to their wounded. We camp here.” 
 
    The thoughtful treatment of the wounded was deliberate for we needed to know who was close and we were told as the wounded were tended to. We waited until King Sancho had arrived before we questioned them, and we discovered that King Sancho of Navarre was just twenty miles away and was coming to rid his land of Castilians. That there were no Aragonese with him was significant.  
 
    We pushed on hard and, instead of camping in El Campillar, headed to Viana. Once again it was my men who led the army but when we met the Navarrese, they were ready for us and were arrayed for battle. The men we had met had fled and they had warned their king of the arrival of a Castilian army led by King Sancho of Castile and El Campeador. The new men we had brought with us were all warriors, but Christos had done much of his fighting in Italy, amongst the Lombards there. 
 
    “Lord, I do not understand this. If this had been Italy the Navarrese would have attacked us as we approached. Why have they not done so?” 
 
    “Because the two kings are related. There may well be a battle but first they will talk and the two kings will try to use their words to win the battle that will, ultimately, be decided by our swords.” 
 
    I was summoned to accompany the King and El Campeador when they spoke with King Sancho of Navarre. He had with him his champion, Don Jimeno Garcés and the Bishop of Pamplona. Each side had to have parity of numbers and I felt honoured that I had been selected. I guessed that was the decision of Rodrigo. 
 
    King Sancho of Navarre spoke first. He was the elder of the two kings and we were on his land, “Well cuz, this is ill met! What brings you here?” 
 
    “We are here because there are lands you hold which we dispute. Return them to Castile and we shall be friends again. We wish to have returned to Castile: Álava, the Montes de Oca, and Pancorvo, as well as Bureba and Alta Rioja which we have already taken.” 
 
    King Sancho of Navarre laughed, “You do not ask for much do you, cousin? That is half of my kingdom and when you have it will you seek the other half?” 
 
    “I ask for what is mine as for the rest, that is up to you.” There was a threat in his words, and I saw King Sancho of Navarre glance at the Bishop. 
 
    I do not know what would have happened had not Don Jimeno Garcés spoken, “Don Rodrigo, men say you are the greatest knight in Spain. I dispute that.”  
 
    It was a clear challenge and all eyes were fixed upon my friend. He nodded and said, “Some men accord me that title, yet I do not. I am the Armiger Regis of Castile and I use my sword to defend my King.” 
 
    It was well spoken but the Navarrese champion kept on, “Then let us settle this here today! Let two champions fight and that combat will decide who is lord of the disputed land.” 
 
    King Sancho of Navarre was no fool; he knew how good Rodrigo was and he shook his head, “No, Don Jimeno, you may fight El Campeador, but the result will just decide who is the better knight.” 
 
    The Navarrese knight frowned but he could not back down now. “Well, Don Rodrigo, what say you?” 
 
    Rodrigo looked at King Sancho of Castile who shrugged and then he looked at me and looked for an answer. I had complete faith in Rodrigo, but he had brought me for a reason. I looked at the Navarrese champion and said, “You can defeat this arrogant cockerel, my lord. In fact, I will go further, I could defeat him.” 
 
    I had angered the Navarrese knight and he spat out, “And I would not soil my hands fighting Norman spawn like you!” 
 
    Rodrigo nodded, “Then as you have insulted my friend, I will fight you and when you lie defeated in the dust then you will apologise to him!” 
 
    The ground was cleared between the two armies as the two champions retired to prepare for battle. There would be neither lances nor spears. This would be fought on foot. As we prepared him, he said to King Sancho, “Their King will attack as soon as the combat is over, you know that, my king?” 
 
    “I do and we shall be armed and ready. William Redbeard, you will have to be the one to protect El Campeador for he will be on foot and they will use their horsemen.” 
 
    I nodded, “I know, Your Majesty, and I have been watching Don Rodrigo’s back for enough years to know what to do.” I could not keep my voice civil. 
 
    King Sancho frowned for he was unused to being spoken to like that by anyone, let alone a man he considered a peasant. “Then continue to do so for that is the only reason we allow your insolence.” 
 
    As Rodrigo and I walked towards the waiting Bishop of Pamplona and the rest of our army formed lines to watch, Rodrigo said, quietly, “Your tongue will get you into trouble one day, Will! He is a king!” 
 
    “And?” He looked at me for we had reached the Bishop and the Navarrese champion and his second were heading for us. “It is you who has won what the King holds. You are doing so again now! When he has Navarre, he will seek more land and you will win it for him.” 
 
    “That is my appointed duty but, when we have one Spain, under one King then there will be peace and your Maria, and my Jimena will be able to live without fear of war.” 
 
    Don Jimeno had arrived, and the Bishop said, “Kneel!” 
 
    The two knights held their swords like crosses as they were blessed and then they stood. I went to the side with the Bishop and the Navarrese champion’s second. Our swords were drawn for we were there to ensure that the fight was fairly fought. The two knights circled each other. The open helmets with the nasals which they wore meant that they could see each other’s eyes. In a normal battle that could be important but here it was vital for they were watching for the tick in the eye which would tell them of a blow heading in their direction. I looked at Don Jimeno Garcés to assess his strengths and weaknesses. He was of an age with Rodrigo, but he was not quite as broad in the chest. I took pride in the state of Rodrigo’s body for I had helped to form it when he had been a young warrior. They both wore mail, and both had the same size shield, but I knew that Tizona was the better sword. However, even had they both had the same sword then I would have backed Rodrigo for he was the better warrior. 
 
    It was Don Jimeno Garcés who broke first. He brought his sword backhand from on high. It showed that he had quick hands and he had thought to catch Rodrigo unawares. El Campeador must have seen the tick for he flicked up his shield with contemptuous ease and diverted the blade to the side. At the same time, he swung Tizona in a mighty sweep. As it came horizontally there was no opportunity for Don Jimeno Garcés to flick it aside. It took all that he could do to block the blow and it was so powerfully struck that the Navarrese knight reeled and stepped backwards. That allowed Rodrigo to punch the knight in the face with his shield. There was an angry murmur from the Navarrese army for their champion had to step backwards. As he did so Rodrigo brought his sword over his head and I saw him turn the blade in the air so that he struck the Navarrese not with the edge, which would have split open the helmet and killed Don Jimeno Garcés, but with the flat of the blade so that the Navarrese champion was laid out. The combat was over for the Navarrese champion was unconscious. 
 
    I turned to the Bishop and the second, “It is over, and we know who the champion is!” 
 
    They both nodded but, as I walked to Rodrigo, a horn sounded, and the Navarrese line leapt forward. King Sancho of Castile had been anticipating it and the Castilian line raced forward to meet it. The Bishop and Don Jimeno Garcés’ second ran to protect the prone knight but it was Rodrigo and myself who were in danger. I ran to his left side. We both knew that the worst thing we could have done was to turn and flee. We would have been ridden down by the Navarrese who would have happily speared us in the back. We faced our foes and both of us held our swords in two hands. 
 
    El Campeador laughed, “You and I again, Will, and this time facing the whole of the Navarrese army!” 
 
    I nodded, “Aye, but we have your cousin and the knights we trained to come to our aid. I am confident!” In truth I was not for the spears of the Navarrese knights were just forty paces from us. What I did know was that the horses would not ride us down. A horse will not trample a man unless there is no way of avoiding him. The danger to Don Rodrigo and myself lay in the spears which would have free strike at two men on the ground. However, the nature of an attack by mailed horsemen was that their horses, their legs and their weapons took up a larger area. The spears and lances of the knights who attacked us might get in each other’s way; I knew I was clutching at straws but I could not simply give up and die. 
 
    The fact that Rodrigo and I had been fighting next to each other since we were boys helped. Our swings and our strokes were so similar that had we worn the same mail it would have been hard to discriminate between us. Our two swords swept and scythed together as the first two knights of the twenty who charged, approached us. Timing was all and we swung as we saw the two lances lunge towards us. The wooden lances were splintered by our blades. There was a danger from the shattered wood which flew into the air, but God smiled on us that day and the splinters hit our helmets and not our eyes. The swinging swords also flashed before the two horses’ eyes and they flinched. One went to my left and the other to Rodrigo’s right. El Campeador had quick hands and his sword hacked into the leg of the knight close to him as he thundered past. I manage to pierce with the tip of my sword the mail of the knight who passed me.  
 
    And then our knights struck their line. The treacherous charge of the Navarrese undid them for their knights had been so keen to get to El Campeador that they were bunched in the centre. When the two of us stood it disrupted their line and our knights hit as one. It was a terrifying noise I heard behind us as horses, metal, wood and men collided. More knights were following the leading twenty-two who were obviously the Navarrese elite. Rodrigo and I faced the next charge, but these were not their best knights. These were the ones in the second rank, and they had seen that we had survived their better knights. When we swung our swords this time, I shattered a spear while Rodrigo’s sword split the skull of the horse. As its legs buckled the rider flew through the air to land behind us and the Navarrese line parted to ride on either side of us. When we heard the horn from the King of Navarre’s herald, we knew that we had won. I turned, as the knights before us returned to their king and, looking behind, saw that the knights who had been in combat were surrendering to Álvar and the rest of El Campeador’s chosen men. It was Rodrigo’s victory and not King Sancho’s but, when the land was ceded, King Sancho of Castile took all the credit. Rodrigo did not mind but I did. He had been used once more and, as had happened before, not given the credit he was due him by the King. The fact that the whole of the Castilian army knew who had been victorious was some comfort. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    I suppose that I was relieved, as I returned to Briviesca, that my home was now safe and the victory meant that Navarre and Aragon would not attack but I knew the war was not over. The battle did have one immediate effect: King Alfonso sent emissaries to tell King Sancho that he agreed to the joint campaign against King Garcia. The brothers were totally ruthless and intended to destroy each other. That contrasted with the way my family felt about each other. Rather than trying to kill each other my family, which had not a single blood tie, would die for each other! I was not privy to those talks and I heard of them, second hand, when Rodrigo came to stay with me a year after the Battle of Viana. It was to celebrate the birth of Iago’s third child, a son named in Rodrigo’s honour.  
 
    In the year since the battle Don Fernando had died and King Sancho had given the town and the manor to Rodrigo. It meant he would be a more frequent visitor to my home which I had greatly improved and strengthened. I was not a fool and knew that the peace we enjoyed would be short-lived and there would be war again. I owed it to Maria and my people to make us a hard nut to crack and one that would be distasteful to swallow. By the time Rodrigo visited then the walls and towers were complete, my village had a wall and a gate and my hall was encircled by a ditch and wall. We had a well and we had granaries. We could withstand a siege, but I did not think it would come to that. We could be bypassed, and Rodrigo’s new town was more strategically placed. 
 
    He came completely alone save for Diego his servant and horse holder. I have heard many men who discount this theory, but the truth was that Rodrigo de Vivar was so highly regarded at that time that he could travel wherever he wished, and not only would he be unharmed, he would be welcomed. The room we always kept for him had been named El Campeador’s Chamber by Maria and kept aired in case he ever came to visit. A year to the day after our last battle he arrived, and I was given the news which he carried. 
 
    It was after we had eaten and the two of us sat alone that he told me the way the world was moving. “King Garcia has now defeated Count Nuno Mendes and his internal enemies are gone. King Alfonso and King Sancho will cross the border in three months and take the Kingdom. In his moment of victory King Garcia will be weak for he lost men in the war and now has to garrison his border towns and the land taken from the Count.” 
 
    I sighed, “And I am needed?” 
 
    “No, William, you are not. In fact, King Sancho takes just me, Álvar and twenty of our knights. King Alfonso will have the bulk of the army.” I narrowed my eyes and struggled to find a reason for this. My friend explained without patronising me. “King Alfonso does this so that he will decide upon the division of Galicia when we win.” 
 
    “And King Sancho is happy with that?” 
 
    He sighed and poured himself more wine, “I know the game they play, and I do not like it for it lacks honour. Between you and I, King Sancho knows that they will win but he hopes that the battle will weaken King Alfonso who, perforce, must lose more men than King Sancho. You are not needed for this war but next year, when King Sancho goes to war for his father’s old Kingdom, then you and your warriors will be needed.” 
 
    I now had twenty trained men and although we had not fought for a year and had no income from force of arms we had been richly rewarded for our part in the last campaign. The tribute we received paid my men and the farms I had given them were profitable. I am not certain it would have suited the lords of the land for they, to me, seemed to waste money on frivolities. We spent our money on defence, mail and food. 
 
    “We will be ready. And you, Rodrigo, how is your life?” The real reason I asked was because I wondered about Jimena.  
 
    “I am to be wed in two years’ time.” I could not believe the delay. I would have married her immediately. He saw my look and said, “If King Sancho is intent on destroying his brothers then I have to wait until they are destroyed. Only then will I marry for when King Sancho rules this land there will be peace.” 
 
    At the time that seemed reasonable but, in my heart, I knew it would not be as he expected. 
 
    “And you, Rodrigo, what of you?” He gave me a quizzical look. “My friend, I have not seen you this last year and I know not what goes on in here.” I tapped my own head. 
 
    He smiled, “You know me well, better than anyone, I think, and that includes Minaya. He is to be married, you know, to Mayor Pérez, a daughter of count Pedro Ansúrez. The Count is a powerful man and close to Alfonso.” I said nothing but I remembered how Alfonso, when a prince, had tried to court Álvar away from Rodrigo. To me this seemed another ploy from King Alfonso to suborn Álvar. “You should marry too. You have money and there are many women who would marry you.” 
 
    I snorted, “You delude yourself, Rodrigo! No matter how much treasure and land I have I am still, in the eyes of the nobility, a jumped-up peasant, a hired sword at best!” That, of course, was a lie. I could marry no one for I would have to marry someone to whom I could not give all of my love. 
 
    Rodrigo looked genuinely sad, “I wish you would find someone for then you would be happy.” 
 
    I told my friend a lie for I could not hurt him nor could I drive a wedge between us, “I am happy. I have my foster mother, my warriors and my people.” 
 
    When he left, two days later, I felt even sadder for I thought I had lost my friend. He would go to war without me and even though there was little danger to him I would worry. I had thought I would be with him forever and die at his side. I saw now that was not to be and so I threw myself into the training of my twenty warriors. We might not have fought since Viana, but we were the finest force of professional warriors in Spain. That was not arrogance, it was a fact. Although Iago no longer came to war, he was still the yardstick by which we measured my men and all of them had managed to defeat him. A couple, Jorge and Christos, were two who had almost defeated me.  
 
    Five months later and I was still restless. I was not helped by the news that King Garcia had been defeated and his lands divided between his two brothers. He had fled to the Taifa of Sevilla. King Sancho was given the pariah from the taifa of Sevilla and Córdoba. I did not know it at the time but that simple act would completely change not only my life but that of Rodrigo too. While others, even in my manor, celebrated I did not for I knew that war would come once more and I knew that I had incurred the enmity of King Alfonso through Don Gonzalo Ordóñez and there was a feeling, at the back of my mind, that he might use some legal means to take Briviesca from me. My position as a senior landowner and my gifts to the church meant that I had a friend in the Bishop of Burgos. I rode to speak with him. He was a good man but, more than that, he knew the law and helped me draw up the documents which passed ownership of the manor and the village to my mother. The King’s steward acted as witness and I rode back to give Maria the document. 
 
    I had confused her, “What is this?” 
 
    “I give you the hall and the village!” 
 
    She was genuinely shocked, “What do I want it for? I live here with my foster son and I am happy. I am no landowner.” 
 
    “I do not expect you to do anything. Let me do this for you as it pleases me.” 
 
    She kissed me, “You know that, when I die, it will be yours again?” 
 
    I laughed, “You are hale and hearty. Out of the two of us who is more likely to die first?” 
 
    She made the sign of the cross, “Do not speak like that. I could not live if you were gone! You are the only child I shall ever have.” 
 
    “And I have no intention of dying. Now let us open some decent wine and celebrate!” 
 
    Don Rodrigo did not come for me, he sent Diego with a handwritten message. I was to join the King at Burgos where we would be mustered. My warriors were eager to ride to war and to test out their prowess. They cared not against whom they fought for they trusted both my judgement and that of Rodrigo. Geoffrey now had two children and he was no longer the youth who had come to us, but he still wished to go to war. The difference this time was that he was better protected with a good helmet, Navarrese sword and a padded hide jerkin. We had many horses so that we took four servants with us. Two were men who would normally serve in my garrison. They were happy to watch the horses. We said our goodbyes and rode the short way to Burgos. I was no longer the favoured warrior since my words at Viana. The King had a long memory and I joined the rest of the army camped in the fields to the west of the town. Rodrigo sent an invitation to feast with the King. I knew that the invite did not come from the King. I was merely a pawn in his chess game. He might use me as a sacrifice or as a strategy to divert attention from another action. I remembered the battle against the Valencians when the young warriors from Bilbao had died under my command. I knew my position. 
 
    I recognised many of the knights I had trained. Some, having been at peace for some time, had grown to fat but most, like Don Iago of Astorga looked just like an older version of the youths I had trained. I was flattered to be greeted so warmly. It contrasted with the frosty looks the King gave to me. He had still not married and there were rumours, groundless no doubt, that he shunned the company of women. If so then he was the opposite of his brother, Alfonso, who had the appetite of a rutting stag! Despite my mood when I entered, I was soon in a happier frame of mind as I was assailed by questions from the knights I had trained. For once I could not divulge information to them for all that I knew was that we were to war in the west.  
 
    Rodrigo was at the high table with Álvar and he had to wait until the King retired before he could join us. All attention turned to him, “Well, where do we fight and why do we fight in the middle of winter?” 
 
    Rodrigo smiled, “The timing is all, we have to catch Alfonso unawares and besides, the ground will be hard making it easier for our horses. We head tomorrow for the River Pisuerga.” 
 
    Don Iago shook his head, “And that tells us nothing! That is merely the border. Do not tell me this will be like the war against Garcia. Tell me that we will not have a pleasant ride say a few words and then the enemy surrenders for that is not war!” 
 
    “That depends upon King Alfonso. We are merely travelling to the lands ceded to King Sancho by his brother, King Alfonso.” 
 
    Don Ramon sighed, “I prefer the days of fighting the Navarrese or the men of the taifa!” 
 
    In the silence that followed I merely said, “So long as we follow El Campeador then we know that we are doing the right thing.” I stared at Rodrigo. “That has helped me when I lost warriors I did not wish to lose, and I hope that I will continue to trust the judgement of El Campeador.” 
 
    I had loosed a barb and Rodrigo felt it. I saw the hurt in his eyes. As he walked me back to my camp he said, quietly, “Is that what you think, Will, that I have put myself before the lives of your men?” 
 
    “Of course not, but your misplaced sense of loyalty means that you will put kings before us. When we followed King Ferdinand and Prince Sancho then I was happy but the battle in Valencia showed me a different side to the man who is now King. We will all follow you but, if you are wrong, then it is you will have to sleep with the ghosts of the dead!” 
 
    I knew I had shaken him, but I did not utter those words to hurt him, merely to warn him. He did not heed them, even though he tried.  
 
    The road west was long and hard as well as cold. Our breath appeared before us as we tramped along wintery roads. I had never campaigned in the winter and I wondered at the wisdom of this invasion. There was little grazing and we had to gather firewood each night to build up the fires which would keep us warm. We were no longer riding just behind the King. He had his own knights and Rodrigo there to protect him. We were relegated to a place behind the last knights and before the men on foot. If he thought to insult me then the King had failed. I cared not for I preferred the company of my men to kings and princes. My mind was not idle as we rode and my journeys with Rodrigo meant I had a map in my head of the land. I knew that we were heading for the city of Santa Maria de Carrion. It was historically important and, more importantly, there was a river King Sancho could use. He was the better tactician of the two brothers especially as he had El Campeador to advise him. Alfonso should have used his prior knowledge of Sancho, but he did not. I knew that Rodrigo would have advised him well. 
 
    Jorge now fulfilled the function of Iago and so I used Sebastian to carry the horn. I still did not use a banner but as my men were all distinctive with their red shields, identical helmets and blue cloaks, other Christians would know who we were. All of Spain would recognise me and my horse, Killer. Soon Killer would no longer be able to carry me to war but Geoffrey had bred from him and Hercules would be a fine warhorse when that day came. Half of my men rode war horses too. We had received many comments from other knights, not the ones I had trained, but the more ancient families. There was some resentment that mercenaries should ride a horse which was, in many cases, superior to theirs. I knew that many of the ancient families of Castile also resented Rodrigo for his father had not been a true knight but preferred money and business. That was especially true of the nobles from Léon and I think came from my enemies, the Ordóñez family. The best part of this war was that we would be taking from my enemies as well as King Sancho’s. For once we served each other’s purpose. 
 
    The church was a place of pilgrimage and we knew that King Alfonso would not let us take it. He met us with his army nine miles south of the town. I knew that Rodrigo was making the decisions when I saw scouts across the river. By the time we crossed we were almost wading through mud. The King and the senior lords were relatively untarnished but by the time the baggage was over the river then their liveries would all be the same, muddy brown! 
 
    King Alfonso’s army faced us but, as at the last battle, they were a good distance from us. There would be words and there would be no surprises. This would be a battle before God to see who had the right. I knew from my many conversations with Rodrigo that he would have done things differently had he been in command. Here, however, he obeyed King Sancho and the battle would be fought in a predictable way. 
 
    As we sat around the much-needed fire, Carl, who was a newer member of my company asked, “Who will win tomorrow, lord, or is it just in the hands of God?” Carl came from Saxon stock and, like me, had the ancient superstitions in his heart. 
 
    Men touched their crosses for every warrior believed strongly in God and none wished him to be insulted. I chose my words carefully. “We will win tomorrow because God will wish us to but the Léonese believe that too and I think it will come down to the men that El Campeador trained and leads.” 
 
    Jorge smiled and said, “And you, lord, for all men speak of William Redbeard. He was the man who trained El Campeador.” 
 
    I smiled at the compliment, “You may not have noticed, Jorge, but there are just twenty of you who follow me. I do not think that it is we who will make the difference.” 
 
    “Yet have you not told us, often, that on the chessboard the humble pawn can sometimes decide a battle?” 
 
    “Aye, Christos, and that came from El Campeador himself so it may be that we are important tomorrow. It does not alter the way that we fight. As yet we have not been told where in the line we will fight but I will decide our formation. Abu and Geoffrey will cross to the other side of the river and we will fight in two lines. Jorge and Christos will be next to me and Sebastian and the horn will be behind me.” 
 
    “And that is all?” 
 
    “It is, Rafa, for we stay together and fight as one. We may be just twenty-one men, but we protect each other. I know how knights who have not been trained well fight. They seek an enemy that they think they can defeat, and they ignore orders so that they ride into situations where they may be outnumbered, or they may leave gaps in the line. That is where twenty-one men can make the difference.” I was thinking back to the battle of Atapuerca where Prince Sancho had done just that, and I had had to rescue him. He had, of course, long forgotten the incident. 
 
    Rodrigo and Álvar came over to speak with us. I stood and closed with them so that we were apart from my men. I would give them their instructions myself. “Well, Don Rodrigo, are we bait again?” 
 
    He smiled and shook his head, “Let it go, William. I was in just as much danger that day in Valencia and besides this is not a battle against the Moors. You and your men will be on the extreme left of the line and will be behind the men of Salamanca. Don Diego of Salamanca commands them.” 
 
    I frowned for I knew not the man, “And what do we know of him?” 
 
    Álvar lowered his voice and said, “My cousin here has placed you behind them so that should tell you all that you need to know, Will. The King has spoken to El Campeador.” 
 
    Álvar and I got on well and his words were clear. Rodrigo was Armiger Regis and, as such, had to follow all of the King’s commands. Don Diego was considered a risk. He might flee or he might try to disobey his orders. He would be less likely to do so with Will Redbeard’s spear in his back. “And what are the orders for Don Diego?” 
 
    Rodrigo was on firmer ground and he carried on brightly, “We have more archers and crossbows than the enemy. The King will advance them to weaken the enemy. When we deem them sufficiently weak then we will sound the horn. The knights of Navarre who now follow our banner will charge on the right. The enemy will expect the left flank to advance too but it will be the centre who will attack. When three blasts on the horn are sounded then the left will advance.” 
 
    “So we get to just watch?” He nodded. “Then, by the time we actually fight there will be precious little for my men to take. We are not knights, Don Rodrigo, we are swords for hire.” 
 
    “Do not worry, Will, you and your men will be paid. I believe that we will win and when we do, I will ensure that some of the tribute goes to you!”  
 
    I heard the disappointment in Rodrigo’s voice. He was disappointed in my attitude. Rodrigo had many estates and lived well. His father had died, and he had inherited both his father’s and grandfather’s lands. I had just Briviesca and the mountain manor was not a rich one. If I was to train men to fight for Castile, then I needed an income from war. However, I was sure that we would make enough from this battle to hire more men. I nodded, “And I will ensure that the men of Salamanca obey their orders.” 
 
    Rodrigo left us. Álvar said, “Will, you will get your spurs one day but even if you did not then you are more respected than many lords who have huge estates and are closer to the King!” He followed Rodrigo. 
 
    I knew that we would have to be ready to war before Lauds, the earliest service. The Kings would meet as the sun rose and we would receive our absolution from the Bishop of Burgos. I told the men to get as much rest as they could. Geoffrey and Abu saw to the horses and I walked to the river which moved sluggishly for there were patches of ice forming in the icy night. It was as I was there that Don Diego of Salamanca came over to speak to me. He was an older knight and looked to be a similar age to Roger of Bordeaux whom I had met in Pamplona all those years ago. I wondered why I had not seen him on campaign before. Then I realised that Salamanca had been held by the Moors until King Ferdinand had recaptured it. Don Diego must have been with the King. 
 
    “Will Redbeard, I am pleased that the hero of Salamanca fights close to my men but I am just surprised that you do not lead us. Why is that?” 
 
    He seemed like an honest man and I wondered if King Sancho had misjudged him. “I am not a knight, lord, and I lead just twenty men.” 
 
    “Yet you are the one who usually protects El Campeador.” 
 
    “I am honoured that the King and El Campeador have faith in me.” 
 
    He nodded, “If you feel that the men of Salamanca are not doing as they should, I pray that you will speak with me for we wish to help the King of Castile but more than that we wish to aid El Campeador and his right arm, you, Will Redbeard.” 
 
    As I lay down in my oiled cloak and fur that night, I reflected upon his words. I did not know the knight and yet he knew me. More than that it was clear that he held El Campeador in higher esteem than the King. That was dangerous for I knew King Sancho. I had fought for him since he had been little more than a boy. He thought highly of himself and would walk in no man’s shadow. I hoped it did not bode badly for my friend. 
 
    We woke to a mist on the river and a frozen ground. Rodrigo was correct; this would be good ground for horses until, that is, the sun rose, and the earth began to warm. Then it would quickly turn to mud and suck at hooves and boots! We ate a frugal and cold breakfast before we were shriven by the Bishop. My men and I did not mount our horses, we led them to stand behind the men of Salamanca. They were all mounted and when Don Diego saw that we were not, he ordered his knights to dismount. It was the difference between one who was a noble and a real warrior. Rodrigo and I were both warriors and knew that we had to conserve our animals. We watched the two kings, their champions and their bishops, walk to the ground between us. Unlike most of those who waited at Golpejera, I had been privy to such meetings and knew what would be said. King Sancho would demand that King Alfonso bend the knee to him and King Alfonso would refuse. They would then return to their armies having gone through the formalities which, as they were conducted under the eyes of the church, would absolve them of any blame for the deaths which would follow. 
 
    The sun would not make an appearance that day; it was a grey day and whilst it did not rain, it threatened to. Added to the short days of January, I wondered how long the battle would last. I saw that Rodrigo carried King Sancho’s banner. That made my friend doubly a target. He would be easier to see and he would have no shield with which to defend himself. Of course, all those years ago I had prepared El Campeador for such a task when I had had Álvar fight him in my gyrus. Álvar had had a shield and sword and Rodrigo just a sword. He had learned well and although I was confident, I was still worried for the men of Léon did not like El Campeador. 
 
    The horn sounded and the archers and crossbows from both armies advanced and they duelled. The result was that both elements were neutralised and weakened. When they withdrew neither side had an advantage. Now it was down to the strategies of the two kings. When the horn sounded twice the Navarrese knights advanced and then I saw that King Alfonso was going to advance in the centre. That would upset Rodrigo’s plans. The two centres advanced and we, on the left flank, watched. Don Diego said, “Do we mount, Will Redbeard?” 
 
    I shook my head, “There will be time enough for that, my lord!” 
 
    Unusually for me I was able to watch a battle in which El Campeador fought. The enemy knights swirled around the standard and I saw Rodrigo’s mighty sword as it kept them all at bay. He was helped, of course, by Babieca who snapped and bit at the horses around them. The attack by our Navarrese knights had taken King Alfonso by surprise and he was forced to withdraw. Don Diego looked at me and I shook my head. The two brothers knew each other well and this battle would not end quickly for there were too few bodies on the battlefield as yet. Neither side had suffered many casualties. 
 
    King Sancho seemed quite happy to sit and wait for his brother to make the next move and, inevitably, he did for we were on his land and so long as we remained here, we had a moral victory. He ordered his men into line and I said, “Now, Don Diego!” 
 
    Relieved he ordered the left flank to mount. King Sancho had been wrong about Don Diego and there was no need to doubt his courage. I could have been by Rodrigo’s side, where I belonged. Once mounted we had a better view of the battlefield. The Leónese men who fought on foot had yet to be touched while many of those who had protected King Sancho now lay dead. The King of León ordered his foot soldiers to march forward while his horsemen advanced behind them to give them support. King Sancho, advised no doubt by Rodrigo, sounded the horn three times and our whole line advanced. The horses on our left flank were the freshest and we were able to ride faster but the advance of the Leónese army meant that we would not be at full gallop when we collided.  
 
    Although we were not in the front rank, I had managed to place my twenty men immediately behind Don Diego. I saw, ahead, the banners of the knights we would be fighting and recognised a few of them. I had fought alongside them before. That meant they knew me and it was not arrogance that made me think that they would be fearing the clash more than we were. None would believe that they could defeat Rodrigo one to one and I had trained him; that made me a danger. They would not come at me individually but would try to outnumber me. Our fresher horses and those of the Leónese right wing ensured that we were the first to collide. Spears and lances shattered and shook. Horses screamed as wood and metal found unprotected flesh. No matter how much skill a warrior had a charge like this involved as much luck as anything.  
 
    The relatively slow pace of the collision meant that the two lines were soon at a standstill as horsemen threw away their spears and lances and drew swords. The exception were my men and me. We all used spears and had spent many hours, on horseback, practising and we moved together as one. I had ensured that we all had a rhythm to our fighting and ten spears came back and thrust forwards as one when I took us into the gap created by Don Diego’s fallen knights. My men were the only ones who had retained their spears. Most knights used a lance and when it broke it was both unwieldy and useless. Added to that was the fact that the Leónese saw William Redbeard and I was still one of the biggest men on the battlefield. Our collective thrust knocked three knights from saddles and speared three more. More importantly we enlarged the gap and while Don Diego and his men held their own we advanced. All of our training paid off. We were not knights and we had practised every day, even in the depths of winter. Our arms were like young oaks and they would not tire. The spears came back and thrust as one again. The fact that some of my men’s spears struck fresh air mattered not for they were a wall of steel before us. 
 
    Then I heard a voice, it was that of Gonzalo Ordóñez and he shouted, from the rear of the enemy line, “A hundred crowns for the man who brings me Redbeard’s head!” 
 
    I shouted, even louder, “Come and take it yourself, coward!” 
 
    It was a challenge which the despicable knight ignored, and he paid the price for it had the opposite effect. The knights before us fell back; if their leader was not willing to fight me then why should they? We were now pushing the whole of the Leónese right flank inexorably backwards. I think we could have rolled up the line but the horns of both kings sounded the fall back and we obeyed. However, while Don Diego and his knights returned immediately to the starting position, my men took the opportunity to search the enemy dead, whom they had killed, for swords, coins, rings and other treasure. We took the reins of riderless horses and headed back to our starting point. All the hours spent training were vindicated as we had lost not a single man. 
 
    Geoffrey and Abu had crossed the river from the camp and were now waiting with honey and vinegar to heal any hurts we had incurred. We had been lucky and so they crossed back with the horses and booty. 
 
    Don Diego rode his horse to me, “We could have ended the battle there and then, William Redbeard!” 
 
    I shook my head. Don Diego was a good man, but he had little experience of war. I was much younger but in terms of battles I felt ancient; I had been a boy at Atapuerca. “We could not see the whole battle, Don Diego. El Campeador was close to the horn and he approved. I have learned that there is a time to be reckless and a time to be cautious.” I pointed at the sky. “We fight, not on a summer day which lasts longer but a cold and wintery one which will soon be over. It will soon be too dark to fight, and King Sancho wishes a victory.” 
 
    I was proved right and on our flank at least we had no more fighting that day. Both armies retreated to their camps to lick their wounds. My men and I had managed to hack some horsemeat from dead animals and we were roasting it when Álvar Fáñez came for me, “The King and El Campeador wish to speak with you, Will.” 
 
    I nodded and said, “Jorge, save some meat for me!” I was not confident that King Sancho would bother to feed me! 
 
    As we made our way through the camp Álvar said, “We heard that you almost broke through their lines.” 
 
    “Aye but we obeyed the recall.” 
 
    He nodded, “The Navarrese over-extended themselves and were badly cut about. If we had continued the advance then we might have lost the battle for your men, alone, could not break through to Alfonso.” He lowered his voice, “King Sancho is a little dismayed by today. He thought we would win and that it would all be over.” 
 
    I laughed, “We are still in a good position and we have hurt the enemy more than they have hurt us. I take it Rodrigo has ideas?” 
 
    “Of course, and it was he who summoned you.” 
 
    “I did not think it would have been King Sancho.”  
 
    The King, Rodrigo and the senior Castilian knights were all gathered before a fire outside of the King’s tent. His royal bodyguards provided a human wall and they parted as Álvar and I approached. There were camp chairs for all but me. I did not mind for I preferred to stand. The King looked up, “My Armiger Regis thought you might add something to this discussion, Redbeard.” He then turned his attention away from me and said, “Now that we are all here, Rodrigo, what is it that you plan? For I can see no way to end this stalemate. We cancel each other out!” 
 
    Rodrigo smiled, “Not so, King Sancho, for William here showed us the way. He and his men managed to force their way through the enemy lines. The fact that the enemy there were stronger than Don Diego and his men should give you heart, King Sancho. I suggest we use William and his men along with selected knights and led by me. Álvar can be your standard-bearer and I will not ride Babieca. We fight the same way we did this day and they will think that they can predict our actions. However, we will ride through their centre and take their king!” 
 
    King Sancho shook his head, “You make it sound simple, Rodrigo, but my brother will be well guarded.” 
 
    “And if I do not carry your banner nor do I ride Babieca then they will see me as another of Will Redbeard’s men. By the time they realise what we are about then we will have the opportunity to capture him.” The King looked doubtful and Rodrigo said, “And what have we to lose? Have we an alternative?” 
 
    The King realised that he had no option and he nodded, “Very well.” 
 
    “One more thing, King Sancho, let us rouse our men quietly tomorrow so that when they awake, they will see us arrayed for battle and they will be less well prepared than we.” 
 
    And with that it was arranged. I headed back to our camp to tell Don Diego that I would not be behind him. He was an astute man and he smiled, wryly, “So the king trusts me not to run this time?” 
 
    People have often said of me that I am too truthful and when I did not deny his words, I merely confirmed the King’s opinion of him. “You and your men, Don Diego, are brave men and I for one would happily follow your banner.” 
 
    “Aye, Will Redbeard, and that is what makes you and El Campeador unique for your word is your bond and men can trust you. Not all who have banners can be so trusted.” 
 
    I spent the last hour before we retired speaking with my men for the plan which Rodrigo had devised required some adjustments. “Sebastian, you will ride in the fore with me and El Campeador will be behind me. Once we have broken their lines then you need to move to your right to allow Don Rodrigo to ride next to me.” 
 
    Jorge was now the trusted lieutenant and he had learned much from long talks on the training ground from Iago. “We use the same technique as we did today, lord? We ride and strike as one?” 
 
    “We do but this will not be as easy as we have to face the best that the Leónese have to offer. Their Armiger Regis, Count Garcia Ordóñez de Nájera is not the warrior that we follow but he and his men will be hard to beat. Do not underestimate them!” 
 
    The Ordóñez family were the bane of my life! Since I had been a youth in Pamplona, I had constantly bumped into them. It was almost as though my life and theirs were intertwined. That I had emerged victorious was, as far as I was concerned, pure luck! 
 
    That night I prayed harder than I had ever done before for Rodrigo was taking a huge risk and showing great faith in men who were not knights. I was confident about my men, but I knew that they followed me because they trusted me, and I hoped I would not let them down. I slept badly and woke well before it was necessary. I went to Killer and made certain that he was warm enough. He was the same age as Babieca, but he had lived a harder life. This would be his last battle. I would have Geoffrey school his colt and I would ride that one. Geoffrey and Abu ghosted next to me. Abu had some warmed wine infused with herbs. It was a chilly morning and my one-armed servant always worried about me. 
 
    “Geoffrey, are the horses ready for this?” 
 
    “Aye, lord. None were hurt yesterday and the warhorses we took mean that if you wished you could ride them.” 
 
    “No, for today we need horses and riders who are as one.” 
 
    I heard a chuckle behind me, and Rodrigo said, “Even when you could barely ride you taught me that.” 
 
    Abu said, “I will fetch your wine, lord.”  
 
    Geoffrey absented himself too for they knew that Rodrigo wished to speak with me. “Today is your opportunity, Will.” 
 
    “Opportunity for what?” 
 
    “Why to gain your spurs and a knighthood. Remember Salamanca when King Ferdinand knighted the young men you trained?” 
 
    “You mean the same battle where I was lauded as a hero and was given a manor which provided protection for King Sancho? Aye, I remember it and I doubt that the outcome will be any different tomorrow.” 
 
    “You are a bitter man, Will!” 
 
    “And you see good in all men. There are some men and we serve one, who only seek to make their own life easier and the rest of the Kingdom can go hang!” 
 
    “Will! Your voice!” 
 
    I laughed, “Here I am camped amongst my own men, Rodrigo, and I trust each and everyone.” 
 
    He sighed, “You will never change and that, I suppose, is a good thing!” He tried and failed. I would not change my opinion and I was sure that no matter what I did I would not be given my spurs. I did not mind. I was my own man and liked it that way.  
 
    We were all prepared well before dawn and in position, hidden behind the King. Álvar had a horse which was of a similar colour to Babieca. As the three of us all wore similar armour and helmets then the deception would, in theory, work. Don Rodrigo wore a blue cloak and not his red one. The Leónese would see what they expected to see, Rodrigo with the standard next to the King. Their best men would be facing the standard and we would ride in from the right side of the King and his bodyguards. There they would not have the protection of shields and the shock of twenty-two men coming like an arrow into the heart of the Leónese line might just work. We all had the same spears and that, too, would work in our favour. The Leónese would be looking for lances with standards and guidons. Our spears would be dismissed for they would assume that we were still behind Don Diego and his men. That it was a good plan was purely down to Don Rodrigo! 
 
    As the sun came up, we moved into position and our archers and crossbows were there as the Leónese moved to their starting positions. This time it was our missile men who won the duel for we were ready as the Leónese tried to form up and that meant King Alfonso had to hurriedly form up his mounted men and infantry to try to clear the archers and crossbows from before them. The Leónese lost both horses and men as they forced our archers back. The Leónese had to form hurried lines and were still doing so when our horn sounded three times and we began to move forward. We had been ready for hours and moved as one. We were already cantering when the Leónese began to walk. King Sancho was not in the front rank. That honour went to Don Iago of Astorga and the other knights we had trained. Of all the knights on the battlefield that day, they were the ones I trusted the most. 
 
    We heard the crack and crash of lances and shields meeting. Horses and knights died, and the two lines became intermingled. It was then that King Sancho’s horn sounded four times and Iago of Astorga and his men pressed hard towards King Alfonso. It would have taken an eagle flying high above the battlefield to see the subtle gap appear but I knew it was there and I urged Killer through the ever-widening gap as the knights protecting King Alfonso were drawn to Don Iago of Astorga and his knights. Our knights were making inroads into the bodyguards of King Alfonso and that played into our hands. As we each pulled back our arms and thrust our spears forward it was not like eleven individuals, it was like one enormous mounted man. We punched a hole through the bodyguards whose spears were aimed at the fore and not to the side. I shouted, “Now, Sebastian!” and he urged his horse to the right. Rodrigo slid into the gap seamlessly. 
 
    It was Count Garcia Ordóñez de Nájera who reacted the quickest, “It is El Campeador! Protect the King!” He rode directly at Rodrigo. 
 
    Killer was the best of our horses and I kicked him hard in the flanks making him leap ahead of Rodrigo’s horse. It took me closer to Count Garcia Ordóñez de Nájera and cut off his attempt to get to Rodrigo. Of course, it also broke up our line, but it had done its job and my men now formed a protective circle around Rodrigo and myself. I could leave the King to Rodrigo and I faced the Armiger Regis, the champion of Alfonso. 
 
    Ordóñez’s spear came directly at me but I had my shield already prepared and I deftly flicked the head to the side as Killer forced himself between the Count and Rodrigo. It meant that I had to strike at the champion from the side and I could not put all of my power into the strike. Even so I still caught the mail over his shoulder, and I had the satisfaction of tearing through a pair of mail links. As I brought the spear back, I smacked him in the side of the helmet with it. His ears would ring, and he would be disorientated. We were too close for spears and I dropped mine and drew my sword. I am a far bigger warrior than most men and when I stood and brought down my sword even the champion of León struggled to block the blow. Killer had aided me by snapping at the Count’s mount and he only blocked it with his spear and my sword snapped the shaft in two.  
 
    As I raised my sword again, he was forced to back his horse away and, behind me, I heard Rodrigo shout, “Yield, King Alfonso, for I do not wish to kill a King!” 
 
    I kept after the Count who drew his sword but when I brought my sword down his was not in position and I hit him and his sword so hard that he tumbled from his horse. I raised my sword to end his life for his family were treacherous when I heard King Alfonso shout, “I yield!”  
 
    Even as I brought down my sword to kill my enemy, Rodrigo yelled, “Will! They have surrendered! Hold!” 
 
    Had the King himself given me the order I would have disobeyed but this was El Campeador and I obeyed even though I allowed myself the pleasure of turning the blade and smacking the Count’s helmet. Blood poured from his nose and, childishly, I suppose, I felt satisfaction. What I did not know was that I should have disobeyed Rodrigo. The fact that I had not would come back to haunt me. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 11 
 
    The enemy dispersed as soon as the King surrendered. Those who were still fighting were taken prisoner. I had a valuable one in the Count. His warhorse, mail and sword were now mine! As I had expected I was forgotten by King Sancho and that suited me for my men, none of whom had been wounded, were able to take from the dead bodyguards of the King. If we were not to be paid, then we would take our pay from the enemy and we reaped a rich reward.  
 
    Far from being grateful that I had saved his life, Count Garcia Ordóñez de Nájera was bitter, “You are not a noble and I yield you nothing!” 
 
    In the middle of the battlefield and surrounded by my men it was the wrong thing to say. King Alfonso was being led by Rodrigo to meet with King Sancho. I pricked the neck of the Count with my father’s sword, “Take off your mail now or I will have my men strip it from your dead body! Christos, lead the Count’s warhorse to Geoffrey. Jorge take his sword!” The Count stubbornly remained silent and so I pushed with the tip of my sword to break the skin. 
 
    His eyes flared but he said, “Very well but this is not over!” 
 
    I sheathed my sword as he began to take off his mail, “And there you are lucky, Count, for Rodrigo de Vivar has just saved your life and the next time we meet I will not be so kind.” 
 
    I think that was the moment that he realised what he had lost. He was no longer Armiger Regis for his King was no longer a king. King Sancho had sent King Garcia into exile and that was the best that the champion could count on. 
 
    King Sancho showed his power when, after the battle, he had the head of his brother shaved and made him wear a chasuble; he was no longer a king! It was humiliating. Rodrigo and Álvar were ordered to take him to the monastery of Sahagún where he would be kept a prisoner. Now King Sancho had it all and he had unified his father’s three kingdoms into one. My men and I were almost forgotten, and days later we headed back to Briviesca as much richer men. We did not travel alone for as we crossed back into Castile, we found men whose lords had perished at the battle. They were good warriors and as the battle had been fought in the middle of winter, they faced an uncertain future. I took the ten best on as warriors in my company and gave the others some of the coins we had taken. It never hurt to make men grateful to you for who knew when you might need a friend and we had coin enough. They each had enough to see them through the winter and then they would seek a new lord. 
 
    Marie was delighted that we returned hale and hearty although the new men would be a burden for her. We would need, once more, to enlarge the hall, but I was content that the war had been but a brief one and we had emerged well. I could not know that the peace would be a short one. I put Killer to stud and began, with the help of Geoffrey to school Hercules. A month after the battle of Golpejera, Rodrigo and Álvar came to see me. I knew what it meant. The King had need of me again and my brief peace was over. 
 
    “But King Alfonso is a prisoner and King Garcia in exile! Who is there to fight?” 
 
    Álvar smiled, “His sisters still oppose him; Elvira is in Toro and Urraca in Zamora. The King needs the hero of Salamanca for we all know your skill in sieges.” 
 
    I sighed, “And will we be paid this time?” 
 
    In answer he gestured to a pair of horses each of which bore two chests, “You have done well out of the King, Will. This is your share of the tribute from the war. Come, let us not break up this triumvirate!” Rodrigo knew that I would not refuse him and so we went to war again.  
 
    We headed for Toro where Elvira had barred the gates. King Sancho had kept his army together and I met, again, with Don Diego. Here we would not need our warhorses for it would be rams and ladders, siege towers and mines. I was pleased when my men and I were given the task of building a ram. I was proud of the fact that it took us less than seven days to complete it and we were the first ready to begin the assault. In the end it was not needed. As we wheeled the ram into place Elvira surrendered. I do not think it was because of the presence of her brother but the fact that El Campeador was present as was William Redbeard; Álvar was correct, my reputation in sieges was almost legendary. Her brother sacked the town and sent her to a nunnery. King Sancho was a ruthless man! 
 
    As we headed to the much stronger fortress of Zamora, we knew that it would be a much harder task for the river protected one half of the town and castle, in addition to which there was a deep ditch. We took apart our ram and transported it to Zamora, but I doubted that we would get to use it for the ditch would stop its use. King Sancho surrounded the town, although with the river close to it then it was impossible to completely cut it off. For the first few days of the siege I did not see much of Rodrigo. I had sent home almost all the booty we had taken from Toro and given some of my married warriors the time to spend with their wives and families. I stayed with the rest of my men for I would never have a wife and family; I was married to my sword.  
 
    As the weather turned autumnal Rodrigo and Álvar spent more time at my camp. The King was in low spirits. He had defeated two brothers and a sister, and I think it galled him that Urraca was able to thwart him. He just wanted to unite Spain. Already he had most of the taifa states paying him tribute and I know, from what Rodrigo said, that they had a plan to unite the Moors and the Christians and take the last ones under his control. Then he would turn his attention to Aragon, Navarre and Catalonia. Although Aragon and Navarre paid lip service to Castile and King Sancho, Count Berenguer in Catalonia remained a thorn in our side. I confess that I thought it would be a matter of time before we reduced Zamora and that was not because Urraca was a woman. We had the town surrounded and soon they would starve. King Sancho had decided not to waste men in a useless assault. It was one night as the three of us were drinking and talking of old times and old warriors that Rodrigo came up with an idea which seemed at the time ridiculous but, as we spoke together, became more plausible. I had already spoken to the King and Don Rodrigo of Don Gonzalo Ordóñez and the battle where he had refused to fight with me. It had helped Don Diego defeat the men we faced. As we talked around our campfire, the three of us realised that we could do the same with the Zamorans. We decided to ride before the walls and challenge the Zamorans to combat. None of us thought that they would actually rise to the bait, but their refusal would hearten our men and weaken the defenders.  
 
    “Do we tell the King what we intend?” 
 
    “No, Álvar, for they may not accept the challenge. Let us just prepare for it and do it in three days. We will have to make certain that it is just the three of us and we must tell the other men to stay clear or they will not accept the challenge.” 
 
    Until Rodrigo said that I had assumed that they would not come forth to fight us, but Rodrigo wanted the opportunity to fight. His mind worked on a totally different level to ours. We did not tell the King, but we warned our men not to interfere. It was hard for them for they were used to protecting us and the night before we would ride forth, I explained El Campeador’s reasoning. “He wishes to break the spirits of the defenders. He hopes they will send enough men out to defeat our champion and by using Don Álvar and myself he is putting within her grasp, Princess Urraca’s enemies. She hates Rodrigo and she hates me” 
 
    “But, lord, what if one of you falls?” 
 
    “That is why there will be three of us for we would then withdraw. Of course, our aim would have been thwarted for if Rodrigo’s plan is to succeed then we need to ride away victorious and leave the Zamorans in the dust!” 
 
    The three of us prepared while it was still dark. I took special care with Hercules and ensured that the Tijfaf was fastened properly around my horse and his girths were well adjusted for I did not wish to lose him to a stray spear. Jorge and Abu saw to my preparations. I wore, not only a quilted kyrtle beneath my mail but also a jubbah on the top. Arrows might be a danger although we hoped it would be sword to sword that we fought. I now wore a well-padded arming cap beneath my coif and helmet. When I rode forth the ventail would be tied and closed. I had mail mittens for my hands although the palms and fingers were open for I liked the feel of my sword in my hand. That day was the first day that I tried a slightly more oval shield rather than the round one I normally used. Nor did I take my spear. I would use my sword and I had a second in a saddle scabbard. With a dagger in one boot and another in my belt then I was as prepared as any. 
 
    My two companions took equally careful preparations and, as the sun came up, we rode to the gates. We halted just one hundred paces from the gates and that was dangerous for we were within crossbow and arrow range. Rodrigo hoped that there would be young bloods inside Zamora who wished to impress Princess Urraca enough to come forth and take us on. 
 
    Rodrigo lowered his ventail and shouted, “I am Rodrigo de Vivar, El Campeador to King Sancho and with Don Álvar Fáñez and Will Redbeard we are here to challenge any in Zamora who wish to test their skills against the three best swords in Spain.” 
 
    As I write down these words I am amazed at our arrogance and yet it was not arrogance for we were the best and had proved it when we had taken King Alfonso from his protectors. Rodrigo was attempting to spur the enemy into action for he wished the siege over so that King Sancho could unite Spain. 
 
    We looked up and waited. That none replied did not surprise us. Any conversation would take place well away from the gatehouse and it would take time for men to prepare. As ridiculous as it sounds, the three of us chatted away quite happily as we waited without the gates of Zamora. Looking back, I realise this was one of the last times that the three of us did so. At the time we did not know that. 
 
    “When this is over, William, will you find a bride?” 
 
    I shook my head, “No, Don Álvar, I will return to Briviesca and enjoy my lands and a time of peace. I have new men to train.” 
 
    “You should consider marriage; Rodrigo here will marry his Jimena as soon as there is peace and then there will be a land filled with young Rodrigos!” 
 
    El Campeador shook his head, “Ignore him, William. A man must chart his own course through life. His poor wife rarely sees him because he is always at war. That is why I shall wait until war is over and King Sancho has won before I marry Jimena. She is patient and she will wait.” 
 
    I envied Rodrigo more than he could know. Our conversation was ended when the gates swung open and a mob of horsemen rode at us. Had we been any closer then we might have been in trouble; as it was we managed to draw our swords and swing our shields around as what amounted to a Zamoran warband galloped at us. I do not know exactly what the other two thought but they had been trained by me and so I guessed they would be thinking the same and were assessing the threat. The men who came at us were not all knights. Some were young warriors who had yet to be knighted. Not all wore mail and I guessed that the wiser heads within the walls had decided to watch the young ones. They would be the ones who had seen the three of us fight. 
 
    Fifteen of them went for El Campeador for he was the greatest prize. Ten went for Álvar and just six sought Redbeard. I was not a noble, but I also had a reputation and the six who came for me rode more cautiously than the ones who went for Rodrigo. Six to one were not good odds but I rode directly at the three who had mail. They tried to get around me, but Hercules was a big horse and he snapped and bit at them. Taking one blow on my shield I swung my sword hard at the chest of a second while Hercules cleared the third out of my way, barging like a charging bull. My sword broke mail links and must have broken a breastbone for the rider I struck fell. I wheeled Hercules and came behind a second mailed horseman and my sword hacked into his side. Bleeding, he headed back to the walls. I felt a blow to my own back, and I pirouetted Hercules so that his hooves clattered down on to the horse of the third mailed man who had attempted to get behind me. He fell from his horse and he ran back to the walls. The three men who had no mail thought better of attacking me and they hurried back to the gate. I smacked the riderless horse on the rump with the flat of my sword and sent it back to our lines and then rode to help the others.  
 
    Rodrigo was the furthest away and so I went to Álvar’s aid first. Two of his attackers were down. One was clearly dead whilst a second was dragging his wounded body back to the gates. Although I had not gone berserk the blood of my ancestors meant that the joy of battle was coursing through my veins and I did not think that I could lose. My sword hacked through the mail and the spine of the knight whose shiny spurs showed that he was newly knighted. I punched a second from his horse with my shield and then reared Hercules so that his flailing hooves split the next two warriors apart. I smacked my sword into the shield of one man and the blow was so hard that he tumbled from his horse. Even as I wheeled to take the next one, he had turned and fled along with the rest of Álvar’s attackers. 
 
    We both turned and faced Rodrigo and we were ready to go to his assistance, but he needed us not. Already six of the fifteen lay on the ground. Their weight of numbers had worked against them and they could not get enough men around El Campeador to harm him. Allied to that was the fact that Babieca, Rodrigo’s sword and his mail protected him too much. 
 
    “Do we go to his aid, Will?” 
 
    I lowered my ventail, “I do not think he will need us, and this story will be all the better for Rodrigo having done it on his own.” And so we watched. I had trained Rodrigo and yet he knew how to do things which I had not taught him. While the attackers, diminishing with each blow, seemed to struggle to land one on El Campeador, Rodrigo seemed to have all the time in the world and his blows appeared unhurried. They might have been almost lazy ones but they were well struck and accurate. The nine who attacked him became seven and when there were just five left, they turned and fled back to the safety of the gates. The wounded and dead lay on the ground. We took the reins of the three riderless horses and we headed back to our own lines. There were cheers and roars as we did so for not only our men had come to watch but half of the army.  
 
    Rodrigo smiled, “That went better than I had hoped! But now, I fear, we face the wrath of King Sancho.” 
 
    Álvar frowned, “Before the event I could understand that, but we won and have a moral victory! The Zamorans will be demoralised.” 
 
    “And you do not know our King. He wishes all of the glory and the victory. He is not his father. Perhaps, in the fullness of time, he may grow into a great king but, for now, I fear that we will have to endure a storm.” 
 
    We headed back to the camp and Rodrigo was proved right. King Sancho was apoplectic with rage. We were summoned into his tent. It was not for privacy for he ranted and he railed in a voice so loud that I have no doubt it could have been heard in Zamora itself.  
 
    “Who commands here? Is it King Sancho or Rodrigo de Vivar? Did I sanction this challenge? No, I did not.” He jabbed an angry finger at me, “I can understand this peasant for all he cares about is coin and if it were not for the fact that he has uses I would dismiss him!” He turned his attention to Álvar, “And this one, I know, prefers the brother I have just defeated! I have little use for him!”  
 
    I saw Álvar colour and knew that the King had gone too far. 
 
    The King then turned his attention to Rodrigo, “But you! You were my Armiger Regis and my Campi Doctor! I trusted you and I rewarded you. I gave you great honours and this is my reward!” He was silent and then he said, his voice low and threatening so that only the three of us heard it, “Rodrigo de Vivar, you are no longer, Armiger Regis. You will quit the camp until I send for you. Don Álvar Fáñez, you will leave the camp along with Don Rodrigo.” He turned to me and almost snarled at me, “And you will await my orders. You have some use, at least. You and your band of cutthroats may be needed to scale the walls of Zamora! You are expendable! You are all dismissed for I am greatly displeased!” 
 
    As I sit in my tower and my lady peers over my shoulder and tuts at my spidery scrawl, I am able to see with absolute clarity the effect of the events outside of Zamora. Álvar had been humiliated and would never again trust King Sancho but more importantly the King had managed to remove his own protection. Hindsight is wonderful but at the time Álvar and I left the tent both of us wishing to hurt King Sancho. I had saved the King’s life when still a prince and I had made sacrifices for him. I just wanted to slap him! Rodrigo, in contrast, was quite calm and, as we left said, “He will get over this and when the Zamorans surrender, as I am certain that they will, then we will be forgiven, and all will be well. We will return to fight alongside the King again!” 
 
    “Cuz, I am not sure that I wish to be forgiven. Perhaps I followed the wrong brother. I will quit this camp and take my people home to my wife.” 
 
    “You were ordered to go with me!” 
 
    “And I am a lord in my own right. I choose to be here.” He turned to me, “Will, what about you? Will you also quit the camp even though you were ordered to stay?” 
 
    I was considering it for I was a hired sword. I could leave, with my men, and just forego any pay which was coming my way and I might have done so had not Rodrigo said, “Will, I beg you, swallow your pride and stay close by the King. I am gone but he needs protection. For my sake, stay in the camp.” 
 
    If any other had made the request, then I would have ignored it and left but this was El Campeador and I had sworn an oath. The blood of my ancestors who came from the icy north in their longboats made it quite clear that I would accede to his request. I nodded. 
 
    Álvar shook his head, “Will, you are a fool, a loyal fool but a fool nonetheless and you, cuz, I have followed your banner since we were boys, but this is the parting of the ways. I cannot follow a tyrant and that is what King Sancho has become.” He clasped first my arm and then Rodrigo’s. “I will never draw sword against either of you, but I will not fight for King Sancho!” 
 
    And that was the end of our triumvirate. The three of us had been a force to reckon with but King Sancho had managed to destroy it. Had he been a more reasonable king then he would have found a better way to impose his will. King Ferdinand had been called, ‘The Great’ with good cause. King Sancho was ‘The Strong’ and therein lay the difference between the two kings. 
 
    As none had heard the King’s words but the four of us in the tent there was much speculation in the camp. Looking back we should have realised that there were spies who would report back to Urraca in Zamora but we were all too concerned with the disruption caused by the departure of Rodrigo to a small village just three miles away and Álvar and his men who headed home to Castile. I did not tell my men what had occurred for they would have been angry too. They knew that the King was angry but could not understand why. 
 
    Jorge said, “But you defeated more than thirty men! The odds were ten to one and yet you emerged without a scratch and we have two good horses to show! Why is the King angry and why have Don Rodrigo and Don Álvar quit the camp?” 
 
    “He is angry for he did not order the challenge and as for the two knights? That is their concern. We now have a duty to watch the King. From now until the siege is over one of you will be on watch and will place yourselves where you can keep an eye on the King’s tent. He has bodyguards but we are better. Jorge, arrange the rota!” 
 
    What I feared was that the vindictive King Sancho would precipitate an attack on the gate using our ram. He might think it was a way of reasserting his authority as well as a way of punishing us. Perhaps he thought better of it or it might have been that uncouth though we were, we were a little too valuable to him. 
 
    A week went by and winter was approaching rapidly with showers and cold wintery blasts of rain and sleet when Abu hurried to our camp where I was practising with Jorge. Abu, unusually for him, seemed to be animated and he said, “Lord, I have just seen something which disturbs me.” 
 
    Abu was one of the calmest and most reliable men I had ever known, and I sheathed my sword, “Speak!” 
 
    “I had just taken Luis his food and ale for he watches the King this day when a deserter from Zamora was brought to the King.” 
 
    I nodded, “A deserter could bring valuable information about the conditions inside the castle and the town.” 
 
    “Aye, lord but I recognised him from the time we went to Oviedo. He was a greasy looking man with a face like a rat.” 
 
    I smacked one hand into the other, “Vellido Adolfo!” 
 
    Understanding flooded his face for he was clever as well as reliable and he, too, remembered the knight. “Aye, lord, that is his name I…” 
 
    He got no further, “Sebastian, ride to Don Rodrigo and tell him there is an assassin in our camp. The rest of you, arm, and follow Jorge and me.”  
 
    We ran through the camp oblivious to the shouts and the calls which came our way. When we reached the King’s tent, I saw that the King’s guard lay dead as did my man, Luis. He had been speared. “Christos, find Don Iago of Astorga and tell him the King has been abducted and that I follow. The rest of you spread out. Abu and Geoffrey see to Luis.” 
 
    With my sword in hand I ran towards the woods. The woods separated the town and castle from the river. I had no doubt that there was a sally port Vellido Adolfo had used. Perhaps Princess Urraca wanted her brother as a prisoner to bargain for Alfonso. The brother and sister were close or, and this was a more frightening thought, it was more likely that he wished to do him harm. I had little love for King Sancho, but I had not fought a war and lost men to have him murdered. 
 
    It was Jorge who found the King. He had been stabbed with a spear which still lay in the body and had bled to death. From his mouth oozed a white frothy foam. “Two of you stay and guard the body. The rest of you keep looking.” 
 
    It was I who spotted the tracks. The rain had made the path muddy and I saw the boot prints which led from the King’s corpse. I ran and I was ready to avenge the man who had spurned my help. Ahead of me I heard the clash of steel and wondered what was happening. As I struggled for breath, I realised I needed to do more running and less riding. I was becoming unfit. I came upon a clearing and the young assassin was fighting with Don Rodrigo. I shouted, “The King is dead!” 
 
    Neither man had a shield, and both were using their swords two handed. The assassin had killed a king and regicide was a heinous sin. That El Campeador would win was never in doubt for I had never seen him defeated but Vellido Adolfo was a good swordsman and it would not be easy. 
 
    “Who sent you?” Rodrigo wanted the man alive for we needed evidence. 
 
    “I am a man of my word and you will never hear it from me!” 
 
    Rodrigo was trying to wear the man down and to make a blow which would merely wound him. He knew that I had methods which would loosen even the tightest of tongues but first we had to subdue him. My men had arrived, and I waved them into a circle. Then I shouted, “You are surrounded, and you cannot escape.” 
 
    His next words chilled us all, “And I have a blade which is coated in wolf’s bane. One touch means death!” 
 
    Don Rodrigo never faltered even though he knew the consequences of a single cut. Neither man wore helmets, nor did they have mittens. There was more flesh for a sword’s edge to find. I watched, mesmerized for Rodrigo had many opportunities to end the contest but it would have resulted in the death of the killer. He did draw blood when his sword sliced through the upper leg of Vellido Adolfo. It merely slowed him, and the poison encrusted blade flashed dangerously close to Rodrigo’s cheek. It was El Campeador’s incredible reactions which saved him and, unwittingly, ended the contest. Tizona flicked up and jarred against the assassin’s sword. Vellido was not expecting it and the edge of his own sword made a cut on his face. Had this been a normal battle nothing would have resulted, but the poison began to work, and the killer flailed his arms in an attempt to cut the flesh and to kill El Campeador before he could die. Rodrigo deftly deflected all of the blows with ease and suddenly Vellido Adolfo fell to the ground, his body twitching and a white liquid oozed from his mouth. I now saw how he had been able to kill the King and two guards so easily. He had used a poisoned blade. We carried the body back to the King’s tent where Don Iago of Astorga and the loyal knights were gathered. Already word had spread, and the camp was emptying. The King was dead and there would be a new one! Men looked out for themselves. The siege would end and, I had no doubt, either King Garcia or, more likely, King Alfonso, would be crowned the new King. 
 
    Only we knew that King Sancho had removed Rodrigo’s title and so when El Campeador began to give orders then all men obeyed. “We will take the King home and escort him with honour!” 
 
    It should have been that every Castilian knight followed the wagon with the corpse inside, but the only ones were those who followed Rodrigo and my men. The rest, and that included Don Diego went home for they wished to see who would arise to claim the crown now that the wifeless and childless King Sancho had died. 
 
    I rode with Rodrigo and I could see that he was badly affected by the death. “I should have been at his side, William.” 
 
    “You were dismissed, as was I. Had I not put a guard on the tent then the killer might have escaped.” 
 
    “You say Abu recognised him?” 
 
    “He had been at the court of King Alfonso when we went to Oviedo.” 
 
    Rodrigo’s eyes narrowed, “Then was King Alfonso behind this?” 
 
    I lowered my voice and leaned in, “Don Rodrigo, that is a dangerous road to travel for there is no proof and you cannot accuse a King. Besides, it could have been Urraca, we know the bitch did not like her brother.” 
 
    He lapsed into silence until we reached the King’s home. His knights and my men would stay there until he was buried. That night we both drank more than was good for us. Rodrigo could never handle his wine. “What now, old friend?” 
 
    I smiled, “For me it is easy. I go back to Briviesca and train my men. We tend our animals and we fight for any lord who will hire us. We have a reputation. The Emir of Zaragoza thinks highly of us and he may wish us to fight for him.” 
 
    “He is a Muslim!” 
 
    “And we have fought for him before. You taught me that Spain needs to be united under one leader. Perhaps that will be King Alfonso, who knows. Until someone says other then I will train men and fight wars for coin. I will not fight an unjust war, but it matters not who pays for my blade. And you, Rodrigo? What of you?” 
 
    “I cannot see King Alfonso or Count Garcia Ordóñez de Nájera welcoming me to his court. I will marry Jimena and make sons and daughters. As you have often told me, William, I have many estates. I should enjoy them.” 
 
    I laughed, “And yet you are a soldier and I cannot see your sword staying sheathed for too long.” 
 
    “Who knows? Let us see what married life does for me. You will, of course, come to the wedding?” 
 
    I could not refuse and yet when he married it would be like having my own heart torn from me. “Aye, El Campeador, I will be there!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    The new King was crowned but neither Rodrigo nor I attended for the simple reason that we were not invited. King Garcia made the foolish attempt to return to his own land, but King Alfonso had him imprisoned in the castle of Luna; he never left the castle! King Alfonso’s hand gripped Northern Spain with a vice-like grip. He had endured exile and would not go willingly there again. It was as if El Campeador and his faithful William had never existed. The situation was made worse when Don Álvar, Minaya, had been accorded great honour at King Alfonso’s new court and was considered one of the King’s closest counsellors. 
 
    I attended Rodrigo’s wedding with my men and the experience was as bad as I had expected it to be. Jimena tried to make it easier for me. I suspect she had that woman’s intuition which told her I held her in high regard. For his part Rodrigo was just happy for me to be there. Now that Álvar had, apparently, deserted him, I was the nearest thing he had to a friend. 
 
    He now lived in Vivar and we did not have far to travel for the wedding. I wondered if we would see each other regularly. It was not to be and we lived, for a while, largely separate lives but there was no falling out. I did not travel much to Vivar for it pained me to see Jimena and Rodrigo was busy with his estates. Upon his marriage he had given half to his wife; he had plenty to give. The politics of the taifa had also changed. In addition, there were plots and machinations further south. I discovered that my reputation and the fact that I was a close confederate of El Campeador meant that I was called upon to travel to the taifa for I was offered work. Al-Muqtadir who had been Emir of Toledo as well as Zaragoza had taken advantage of the internal struggles of Christian Spain to enlarge his empire. Our victory in Valencia and the death of King Ferdinand had allowed him to seize Valencia. He had then gone on to take the former jewel of al-Andalus, Córdoba. A messenger arrived at Briviesca asking me to go to Córdoba for the Emir had need of me. I was intrigued and, perhaps, I should not have gone but the chest of gold which was sent by the Emir of the most important taifa in Spain, persuaded me and, leaving the chest in Briviesca for Maria to use I left, with some of my men, to travel south to Córdoba.  
 
    I had been there before. It was the place Rodrigo had had Tizona made. The last time I had spoken with the Emir had been when Rodrigo and I had gone there on behalf of King Ferdinand and Prince Sancho. That seemed a lifetime ago. I now had more than thirty men who followed me. The chest of gold which had been sent to me would guarantee at least two years’ payment for my men. Then we would need to fight a war. I had Abu with me although I could now speak with the Arabs of Spain as easily as I could the Christians. I left half of my men at home and took my most experienced ones. They would guard my home for while there was peace there my foster mother had made such a success of the estate that I wanted nothing to detract from her joy of life! 
 
    Muhammad ibn Hassan greeted me like an old friend. I saw that he had gone grey, but the Emir’s lieutenant was still both fit and in his prime.  
 
    “It is good to see you, Redbeard. And how is El Cid?” 
 
    I smiled at the use of the name for only those who were not Christians used it. Now even Christians did not use El Campeador. “He is well and has a son, Diego. He appears to have given up the sword and taken up the mantle of farmer!” 
 
    He laughed, as he led me to the palace, “You, I can see, have still retained hold of your steel. That is good. And you have not married?” 
 
    “I am too ugly and set in my ways, old friend!” 
 
    The Emir, when I was ushered into his presence, had aged. All of his plotting and machinations for power had taken their toll. I guessed that he had been ruthless to get where he was. He had the three most powerful taifa in his grasp. Why did he need me? 
 
    Muhammad ibn Hassan stayed when the other courtiers and servants were dismissed. “William the Redbeard, I have need of a Christian blade and as Rodrigo de Vivar seems preoccupied with his new wife I have sent for you.” 
 
    That surprised me. Had Rodrigo been offered this task first? It did not worry me, but I was intrigued. “A Christian blade? I am not an assassin, my lord.” 
 
    “I know but I have enemies who seek my life. I ask you to give me three months of protection while I discover whom I can trust. The ones who are with me now are the only ones I can truly trust.” 
 
    I was surprised, “Me, but I am not of your people?” 
 
    “In all my dealings with you and Rodrigo de Vivar, you have never once broken your word and what you have said you will do, you have done. If you say that you will keep me safe, then I will believe you. Three months, my friend, it is not much to ask and as it is now winter in the north then our clement climate makes life more bearable.” 
 
    I smiled, “I had not thought to refuse but I wanted to know the reason.” He nodded. “I assume that all who come into your presence are to be suspected of wishing you harm.” 
 
    “That is true, but I do not want those who come to me to feel as though they are under scrutiny. It is not an easy task for you will have to watch for the sudden blade and you will need quick reactions.” 
 
    “And your food?” 
 
    “That need not concern you. I have food tasters. Your task will be to watch all who come close to me. If Muhammad ibn Hassan is here then you will not need to watch but my friend here is not getting any younger and like all warriors of his age, he has ailments. So, can you do this for me?” 
 
    “I can. I will watch during the day and I will have my men sleep outside of your chamber and your windows at night.” 
 
    “Will that not be too onerous?” 
 
    “If we agree to take a contract then we will do so to the best of our ability and besides, as you say, it is for three months and who knows, I may learn much about the people of this land.” 
 
    “You are wise, Redbeard. You do not look wise but, perhaps, that helps you for men will underestimate you.”  
 
    I think I had been insulted but it did not matter to me. I had a thick skin. We agreed on a price which would be payable at the end of three months. Of course, if he died before then, of any cause, then I would not be paid! Muhammad ibn Hassan stayed with the Emir to discuss other matters while I went to tell my men the new arrangements. One condition was that they would bathe every day as the Emir found our smell offensive. They would not, however, have to use oils or perfume as many of the men around Emir al-Muqtadir. For myself, it was not a hard task as I enjoyed bathing. Then I took them to show them where they would be. “It means you will be like the owl; when others rise you will be going to bed but you have an easier task than me. If any try to gain entry to Emir al-Muqtadir’s chambers then they will wish him harm and you can take them or if that is impossible, then kill them. We will make it clear to all that the Emir is guarded and guarded by us.” 
 
    What the Emir was doing was not unusual. Rodrigo had told me how the ancient Roman emperors had hired wild barbarians to guard them and the Byzantine Emperor had his Varangian Guard. It was pay! 
 
    For the first month I sensed resentment from the men who sought an audience. The sight of a mailed Spanish and Christian warrior with a drawn sword standing behind the Emir was intimidating but they gradually accepted me, and I became a fly on the wall for I rarely moved, and I was ignored. I watched with my eyes and I came to know many of the important men in the world of Emir al-Muqtadir. I met the Emir of Granada, Abdullah, as well as the emissaries of Yusuf al-Mu'taman ibn Hud who came to ask for al-Muqtadir ‘s help against his brother. It was an education int the world of Moorish politics. I discovered who held power and who wished to steal power! I also learned much about that world outside of the Iberian Peninsula and so it was that I came to meet Muhammad al-Mu'tamid who was caliph of Sevilla and, effectively, controlled the southern half of this land. I did not like the man, but I saw that he was a great strategist. I saw that he wished to take over Córdoba and the rest of the lands controlled by my new master. I told the Emir of this and he said that he knew. 
 
    “He is my enemy but by keeping him close I can watch him. His armies cannot defeat mine but if we did not have to pay the tribute to Castile then I would be able to hire more men such as you and Don Rodrigo and defeat him. I bide my time. He is the main reason I hired you. When he is in my presence then there is no danger but when he is in his own lands that is when he would hire someone to end my life.” 
 
    When I was not on duty, I explored the town and my position meant that I was treated well. I dressed as a local and I could speak to all, easily. I went to the best weaponsmith and was able to negotiate for a sword which would be the equal of El Campeador’s for it was made by the same man. The man had an Arab name which I was told translated as ‘he who makes the sword’. I quite liked that name. I got to know the man, for I visited his workshop every couple of days. He eventually confided in me that Tizona was not the only sword with that design. He had made one almost identical for two other important men. Despite my entreaties he refused to divulge their identities. I did not think that Rodrigo would mind; I certainly didn’t. I did not call mine Tizona I named my new sword, Thor, after one of the gods my ancestors had worshipped. I hoped that God would not take offence, but I did not wish to blaspheme by naming it after a saint. I retained my father’s blade. I would never cease to carry it, but my new blade would be easier to use for it had a fuller down its length which meant it was a strong as my father’s but much lighter. In addition, the blade was longer and had a better balance. I could, if I was without my shield, use two swords at the same time! 
 
    Of all the tasks I took on this was the easiest. I had to rise early and then wait while the Emir went to his prayers. I normally took my food then. For the rest of the time I just watched, and I came to know all of those who visited. This was my education. I had learned much serving El Campeador at the court of King Sancho but now that I was alone, I learned even more. I was a silent watcher who listened and learned. I do not think there was another Christian, and that includes El Campeador himself, who had such a familiarity with the warlords of the taifa. When war came, I was able to give that knowledge to Rodrigo. 
 
    I was halfway through my contract when I had to use my sword. The Emir of Sevilla had been to visit, ostensibly to talk of the tribute they both paid to King Alfonso but in reality he was there to complain about some of the men who served Emir al-Muqtadir. Some towns had been raided and prisoners taken. I knew that it was the work of men from Córdoba but Emir al-Muqtadir had feigned ignorance. Five days later three men arrived from the taifa of Badajoz. I was suspicious as soon as they entered for Badajoz kept to itself, so unless the three came to broker an alliance with al-Muqtadir then there was little point to their journey. I was alone in the chamber with the Emir. I did as I had done with every visitor. I stared at them and identified the weapons they carried. Like many men they each had a long dagger in their belts but these three also had concealed blades. I now knew where to look. I had developed an impassive face and I saw that two of the three ignored me as they told an improbable story of a plot they had heard to slay King Alfonso. It was when they said that they had heard that El Campeador was involved that I knew they were lying. Rodrigo would never do that. The man who had been staring at me was waiting for my attention to wander. When one of the other two suddenly clutched his chest then I knew what was coming. 
 
    The man who had been watching me assumed I would move my eyes to the man feigning illness. I did not. As he lunged at me with the short sword he had concealed in the sleeves of his voluminous robes I swept my own weapon upwards to cut across his chest and his neck. The other two were fast but not fast enough. One lunged at the Emir while the other came for me. My sword hacked into the neck of the would-be assassin. The other, who attacked me, actually managed to stab me with his sword but my jubbah and mail were good protection. I used the flat of my sword to lay him out. 
 
    As I wiped my sword on their cloaks I said, “I assumed you would want a prisoner to discover who sent them.” 
 
    He smiled, “I know who it was, but my torturers can always find out other details which may prove useful.” As the guards he had summoned took away the prisoner and the bodies he said, “You have earned your money in three blows, Redbeard. Muhammed ibn Hassan is a good warrior but compared with you he is slow. The one who tried to stab me would have succeeded. Thank you, I am in your debt.” 
 
    That was the only time I had to draw my sword in anger. I was instantly rewarded; my sword was finished within days and paid for by the Emir. The bodyguard of the Emir also swore to repay me for saving the life of their lord and Muhammed gave me the names of the most important men in Córdoba, the loyal ones whom he trusted. At the time I did not know the reason, but they proved useful. At the end of my contract I left with horses laden with treasure and my new sword in a beautiful scabbard paid for by Muhammad ibn Hassan. Al-Muqtadir had enough men to attack Sevilla and he had served notice that visitors from Sevilla would not be welcome in Córdoba. 
 
    Sadly, within two months of my departure he had been poisoned along with Muhammad ibn Hassan. To this day I knew not how they did it, but it meant that Muhammad al-Mu'tamid took over all of the taifa which had been controlled by al-Muqtadir and became the most powerful man in Spain… apart from King Alfonso. That too, was like the throwing of a stone into a pond and the ripples ran far further than I could see. 
 
    I had been away a long time and, on the way home I discovered that there had been a meeting between Rodrigo and King Alfonso. During that meeting and with many knights watching, Rodrigo had sworn fealty to the King. It was inevitable that he should have to do so for his lands were in Castile. It was as I headed to Briviesca that I realised I had not sworn fealty to the new King. In theory I did not think that I needed to do so for I was not a knight but I held Briviesca and I knew it was expected. I put it from my mind as I used some of the vast sums of money I had made to make Briviesca an even better home for my foster mother. Life would have been perfect had not Iago become ill. He had the coughing sickness and one of the last men who had fought with me when I was still a boy, died. I told Anna that she and her children would be looked after by me and I meant it. That day was sobering. I was used to men dying in war although, to be fair I had lost fewer than any other man I knew. Don Fernando had died of an ailment and now Iago. I never believed that I could die in battle but I knew that I could die of some ailment and against that there was no defence! 
 
    Rodrigo came to the funeral for he lived close to me now. I took the opportunity to ask him about the Emir of Córdoba and if he had been offered the job first. He smiled, “I would have taken the job, Will, but I knew that you could use the coin. Besides, I have been learning about the law and I have sat in a number of courts to give my judgement.” 
 
    I laughed, “El Campeador prefers sitting and listening to lawyers argue rather than fighting?” 
 
    “No, I would still rather lead armies, but this was not such a job and you were the perfect man for it. Whenever you watched my back then I knew that I was safe.” 
 
    I nodded and looked out over my lands. Iago’s farm had done well. Despite being a warrior, and one of the best, he had proved to have good skills when it came to farming. I was not sure if his sons would become warriors. Anna had wanted them to be farmers and I dare say she would win. 
 
    “The King needs you to swear fealty to him.” 
 
    I turned for I had been lost in my thoughts, “What?” 
 
    “He needs you to swear that you are his man. Serving the Emir has made him suspicious.” He held up his hand, “I know that you are loyal to Castile, but he sent for me when he heard where you were and demanded that I swear an oath.” 
 
    “He had his brother murdered.” I was still the plain-spoken Will I had always been. 
 
    “We do not know that for certain!” 
 
    I waved an angry arm, “Out there, say what you will, Rodrigo, but in here do me the courtesy of speaking the truth. What do you believe?” 
 
    He sighed and said, “That King Alfonso hired Vellido Adolfo to kill his brother; but we cannot prove it.” 
 
    “I know.” I did not sip the wine I quaffed it. “I will swear an oath for your sake, but I do not trust the man!” 
 
    He looked very sad as he said, “Neither do I.” 
 
    It was three months later, as King Alfonso was travelling back from Navarre where he had been ensuring that his tribute would be paid, that I was summoned to the palace at Burgos. The King made certain that it was a full court who were present. I saw Álvar, he was a friendly face, and I also saw Count Garcia Ordóñez de Nájera and he was clearly an enemy. 
 
    The King said, in my view, too loudly, “William Redbeard, you have yet to swear an oath of loyalty to the crown. Why is that?” 
 
    “I am not a knight, Your Majesty, and as all of the people who swore an oath are knights, I did not think I needed to.”  
 
    I saw Álvar shake his head to make me curb my tongue but that was not my way. 
 
    The King became angry, “The people who did not swear had no need to do so as their lord had done it for them. Have I been remiss in not making Briviesca subject to a lord?” 
 
    It was a direct threat and I could not risk Maria losing the manor. “It is not a problem, King Alfonso. I will so swear.” 
 
    “The question is, can you be trusted? I have heard that you served the Emir of Córdoba for a quarter of a year. You even saved his life!” 
 
    “I am a sword for hire, Your Majesty, and I did not raise my sword against any Castilian.” 
 
    The King waved an arm at his Armiger Regis, Count Garcia Ordóñez de Cabra. “My champion thinks otherwise.” 
 
    My eyes narrowed, “Then he lies!” 
 
    The collective intake of breath showed me that I had taken a step too far. Surprisingly the King smiled and backed down, “You are a brave man, William Redbeard, for few men would risk crossing swords with my Armiger. As you know he cannot defend himself against your accusation of falsehood for he represents me. Let us say that he was misinformed but know that we will be watching you and ensuring that you are a loyal Castilian. Now kneel and swear the oath.” 
 
    Álvar escorted me to the outer bailey. He shook his head and laughed, “God’s blood, Will, but you are a wild man! That was like Salamanca all over again. You get the red mist and just act.” 
 
    “What else could I have done? I was accused of treachery. If I had said nothing it could have gone worse. Do not worry, I can take the King’s Champion.” 
 
    “Aye, you are right, and he knew it. He fears two men, no three, you, Rodrigo and me and of the three of us I think he fears you the most because you are unpredictable.” 
 
    I smiled, “Good!” 
 
    “How is Rodrigo? I have not seen him since that day.” I sensed a great deal of sadness and regret in Álvar’s words. 
 
    “He is a judge and a farmer. The warrior we both knew is hidden. He will emerge again but only when Spain needs him. There have been no wars for some time.” 
 
    He lowered his voice, “And that will change. This new Emir in the south has questioned Castile’s right to demand tribute. He wants a reduction in taxes. The King will not allow it.” 
 
    I nodded, “Then tell the King that the next time I fight for him, he pays!” 
 
    He laughed and clapped me on the back, “You never change, Will, and are like a breath of fresh air. I will tell him but not quite so bluntly as you. I will suggest that you might be worth the hire!” 
 
    I went home via Vivar and told Rodrigo my news. He seemed quite excited about the prospect of war, “Then I shall be ready to draw Tizona and serve Spain again.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    When Rodrigo and I were sent for I should have been more suspicious for it was not a muster of armies. Rodrigo, of course, was totally trusting for he believed in the honour of those who had been knighted. He had put aside his doubts about King Alfonso’s involvement in his brother’s murder. I had not. King Alfonso sent for the two of us and we were accorded a private meeting with just Count Garcia present. I suppose now that I am at the end of my life and look back I can see clearer the way that Rodrigo and I were manipulated but, at the time, it seemed that Alfonso had forgiven us for whatever sins he imagined we had committed and was giving us an easy task. I was wrong, we were both wrong! 
 
    “Now that you have both sworn an oath to me, I believe I can trust you, once again, to serve the kingdoms of León and Castile.” We both bowed our heads in thanks. “Emir al-Mu’tamid has recently taken over the taifa of Córdoba. He has yet to pay me the pariah, the tribute which he owes. I do not wish an army to fetch it back for me. Both of you are known and respected by the Moors, indeed, William Redbeard, you served the former Emir and are well respected in the land of the Muslim. If the two of you, with your men as escorts for the treasure, Redbeard, go to his court then the peace will still be in place and León and Castile will have their tribute.” He handed Rodrigo a document which gave him authority to collect the pariah. It was obvious that we were not totally forgiven for we were dismissed immediately. 
 
    “I will return to my home and tell Jimena what we are about, and you can bring your men.” 
 
    Perhaps it was just that I trusted no king and especially not Alfonso, but I had a bad feeling about this whole venture, “Rodrigo, something about this does not sit well with me.” 
 
    “Will, I respect you and your instincts which have saved me before, but I cannot see that this is dangerous.” 
 
    “I served in Córdoba and this Emir we go to meet had his predecessor poisoned. Are we being sent as sacrificial lambs?” 
 
    “If the King had just sent you then it is a possibility for we both know that neither he nor his Armiger bear any love towards you.” I was not offended by Rodrigo’s honesty, rather the reverse. He was speaking the truth. “I, however, still have a certain reputation. The Christian and Moorish worlds trust me for I have never broken my word. I know that you have not but we both know that this is not a fair world. King Alfonso has nothing to gain by sacrificing us. Now if King Sancho was still alive…” 
 
    I shook my head, “But he is not, and we know whose hands bear his blood!” 
 
    “No matter what we believe, those are ancient rumours and it is now impossible to prove who paid the killer. Let us do this task and see where it takes us. Perhaps it is a test and when we pass, we may be welcomed back into the fold.” 
 
    When we parted I reflected upon Rodrigo’s words. Unlike me, he was desperate to be at the centre of the Christian world in Spain. It was understandable for he had been the right hand of the King and the second most powerful man in Spain and now he was reduced to being a farmer. I did not trust King Alfonso and Count Garcia, but I would do all in my power to help Rodrigo gain that which he thought he had lost. 
 
    I chose ten men and Abu to accompany me as well as four servants who would drive the wagons. All of my servants were old soldiers who knew how to fight but had been wounded in one battle or another. Some had lost eyes, fingers, one was even lamed but I gave them something they could get nowhere else, dignity at the end of their days and they rewarded me with absolute loyalty. When Rodrigo rejoined me we headed down the long road to Córdoba. 
 
    I saw a change in him as soon as we began to ride. He became more animated and garrulous. His words almost poured out as he spoke, first, with me and then all of the men I led, for he knew them all. When King Sancho had been murdered and then El Campeador had married it had changed him. It explained why he had been almost a recluse for he was adjusting to a new life away from power. That it did not suit him was now obvious and I confess that I liked the return of the man I had known for almost my whole life. 
 
    We made no secret of our identity; indeed, it would have been impossible to do so. Babieca and Tizona were well known throughout Spain as was Rodrigo himself. In addition, I had a certain reputation and it was the lack of livery and a red cloak which marked my men and me as who we were, the protectors of El Campeador. The closer we came to Córdoba the more my star rose for all remembered me as the man who had saved their former Emir from three killers. I wondered how the new Emir would view me for he had sent those killers! 
 
    As we had expected word of our approach had reached Córdoba before we did and there were men waiting for us at the gates. That they did not meet us with drawn blades was a good sign and Rodrigo and I were allowed to keep our weapons when we were taken into the presence of the Emir. I confess that he was not what Rodrigo expected. He was almost effete and as Rodrigo came to know him we realised that the Emir was a poet rather than a warrior. I was no fool and I had met him before and I knew that as he had had his rival killed there was steel beneath that perfumed and oiled exterior. My time as a bodyguard had not been wasted and I was able to identify, for Rodrigo, the men around the Emir who were to be watched. 
 
    Rodrigo presented his credentials and the Emir handed them to his vizier to read aloud. I knew that the Emir could read both his own language and Spanish. The fact that he had it read aloud was for a purpose. Everything this man did was for a reason for he was as cunning as any man I had ever met. 
 
    He smiled when he addressed El Campeador, “It is an honour that King Alfonso sends, as his emissary, such a noble man, a warrior who is respected by all in this land of al-Andalus.” Rodrigo nodded but said nothing for, like me, he knew that more was coming. “But the pariah which we have to pay is too much. My predecessor agreed to that sum and not I. We have a new Emir here and things must change.” 
 
    The first thought that raced through my mind was, did King Alfonso anticipate this barrier?  
 
    Rodrigo must have had the same thought for he said, “Emir, I am sure that King Alfonso would be willing to negotiate with you but the pariah for which we are come is last year’s tribute and Emir al-Muqtadir still ruled this taifa.” 
 
    Emir al-Mu’tamid was a silkily smooth man and he rarely raised his voice, “And now I rule here, and we would negotiate a lesser sum for I am not al-Muqtadir and I have many more armies at my disposal.” 
 
    This was a direct threat to King Alfonso, and I confess that Rodrigo handled it better than I would have done. He had obviously paid attention to me as we had headed south for his words showed that he understood the political situation in the land controlled by the Moors. “And yet Emir Abdullah of Granada has an army to the south of you and allies in North Africa. If they were to attack you then you would be reliant on the aid which King Alfonso would send to you.” 
 
    “And by the time he reached us either we would have been defeated by our enemies or we would have defeated them. León and Castile are a long way from here. It would be better, Don Rodrigo, if you sent a messenger back to your King with our assessment of how much pariah we have to pay. Until then you and your men may remain here as my guests.” 
 
    We were prisoners and I guessed that King Alfonso had eliminated El Campeador as a threat. His reasoning became clear and we had been outwitted. Rodrigo kept an impassive face, “Very well, Emir. How much pariah are you willing to pay?” 
 
    The Emir’s silky smile stayed on his face as he said, “Half would be acceptable and as a sign of good faith, I will gather just that amount and place it in your possession in anticipation of the King’s answer.” 
 
    I had to admire the Emir for he had thought all of this out well. “I will send four men back for the roads can be dangerous.” 
 
    “And I will have them escorted by my man as far as the border of León.” 
 
    While Rodrigo penned the document, I selected Christos, Sebastian, Juan and Pablo to deliver the message. “When you near the city of León, I want Juan and Pablo to ride to Donna Jimena and my foster mother. Tell them that we are held in Córdoba, but they are not to worry. Juan and Pablo will remain in Briviesca and just Christos and Sebastian will return here.” 
 
    “Will you not need us, lord?” 
 
    “Perhaps but Briviesca will need you more. I cannot see the end to this tunnel, and I know not how long we will be here.”  
 
    When Rodrigo had given the sealed parchment to them, they left and headed north escorted by forty horsemen. They would reach León safely. That done Rodrigo took me to the fighting platform of the stronghold where we could talk. 
 
    “Well, William, we have been duped and I ask your forgiveness for placing you and your men in this position.” 
 
    “Our fates are entwined, Rodrigo, and I believe that this punishment is intended for us equally. I am guessing that King Alfonso knew what the Emir would say before we left. You were chosen because of your reputation and because he wishes the rest of Spain to be on his side. He makes the Muslim appear to be the aggressor. He is a clever man. The question is, what will King Alfonso do?” 
 
    Rodrigo looked disappointed in himself, “I do not know the man; I wonder if I ever did. It seems to me that we can make certain predictions. Either this is going to result in war and King Alfonso will bring an army down to reduce Córdoba in which case our lives will be forfeit, or King Alfonso will abandon us here to our fate.” 
 
    “What if he agrees to the new pariah?” 
 
    Rodrigo shook his head, “That he will not do. We need to think of a way to extricate ourselves from this position, but we will have to wait until your men return. Let us use our time wisely as you did when you were here as a bodyguard!” 
 
    We were treated well and allowed to retain our weapons. We even had the freedom of the city and were not barred from moving anywhere save out of the city. That we were watched was obvious but apart from the constant surveillance it was a gilded cage in which we were kept. Our men, however, were unhappy. This was a Muslim world and we had neither ale nor wine! To ordinary men such things were far more important than politics.  
 
    One man we came to know was the commander of the Emir’s bodyguard. For some reason he liked us and made our stay far more pleasant than we might have expected. His nickname was Blackbeard and I think that was part of it. I was Redbeard and he was Blackbeard. He was, like me, not from a noble family and had risen through the ranks to be the most trusted of all the Emir’s men. He also admired Rodrigo and often asked him of the battles in which he had fought. As we walked the walls of the city each morning, Rodrigo and I would speak of the battles we had fought against both Moor and Christian. 
 
    One morning, after we had told him of the battle against the Valencians he said, “It is quite remarkable that you have never lost a battle. Why is that?” 
 
    Rodrigo was too modest to answer and so I answered for him, “It is El Campeador’s skill. He prepares well and takes nothing for granted. He chooses his battlefield and his tactics with great precision and then he relies on the men he leads to obey him and do as he asks.” 
 
    “Ah, there is the trick, for there are some men with whom I have fought that I did not trust.” 
 
    Rodrigo nodded, “And me but I have been fortunate. Few men have let me down and this one, Redbeard, will never do so.” 
 
    It was the greatest compliment I could receive. 
 
    A month later and our men had still to return. I began to worry that the Emir would lose patience, but he did not. It was almost as though he expected the delay. My men were also concerned but that was because they feared for our comrades. We knew from the Emir that they had reached the border safely and so we wondered why they had not returned. I suspected foul play, but Rodrigo corrected me, “King Alfonso may choose to try to cause them harm but remember my cousin, Álvar, he is there, and I cannot believe that he would allow anything to happen to our men. He fought with them. The paths we tread may have diverged but you know Álvar, can he have changed that much?” 
 
    I remembered the last conversation I had had with him and knew that he was right and two days later we were summoned to the Emir. His normal silky smile was absent, and Blackbeard also looked serious. “It has come to my attention that the Emir of Granada is massing an army to the south of my land. I fear he intends to attack us.” Rodrigo remained silent for he had already warned the Emir of such an attack. The Emir went on. “With them are Christian knights.” Rodrigo kept his impassive face, but I am sure that I showed surprise upon my face for the Emir allowed himself a smile. “More than that, Redbeard, they are King Alfonso’s knights and they are led by Count Garcia Ordóñez de Nájera. The Armiger Regis!” 
 
    Even Rodrigo could not hide his dismay at those words for this meant we had been sent here deliberately to discredit us. The King had no intention of having us collect the pariah and I had sent two men to… the fact that I did not know made me angry. They could be prisoners, or they could be dead. Any other outcome would have seen them return to me!  
 
    Rodrigo recovered his composure first, “You have told us this for a reason, Emir. Are we to be held as hostages and bartered? Or is there another purpose in your words?” 
 
    “You are clever, Don Rodrigo, and I have not been totally honest with you. Since you have been here you and your men have been treated as honoured guests and that will continue. No doubt William Redbeard, who knows us well, will have told you that I am both cunning and ruthless.” There was little point in denying it and I was not embarrassed by my words. “I am and, like you, Don Rodrigo, I know strategy, but I am a poet and not a warrior. More than that I am unused to fighting Christians. The fact that most of the taifa pay pariah to King Alfonso tells you that Christian armies normally defeat our armies. My lords tell me that you have led Muslim armies before. I ask you to lead my army and defeat the invaders from Granada!” 
 
    There are monumental moments in men’s lives. I had enjoyed one such moment when I had gone berserk at Salamanca. Don Rodrigo had defeated not one champion but three and each one was huge but the decision we now made was irrevocable. The Emir had been clever; we were not going to be fighting Christians as such; we would be fighting the Grenadines and they were not allies of King Alfonso. On the other hand if his Armiger Regis was present then it meant that this campaign was sanctioned by King Alfonso.  
 
    I saw Rodrigo glance at me and then he stood, “Emir, you have given me much to think on and I do not think that you expect an instant answer.” 
 
    “No, but nor do I give you long. You have until we enjoy our evening meal to make your decision. I do not hold a sword over your head, but I need an answer.” 
 
    The two of us went to the battlements. It was where I was most comfortable, and we could talk without being overheard. I would go along with whatever Rodrigo decided although I knew he would seek my opinion. I let him talk without interruption for that was the way his mind worked. 
 
    “I am in no doubt that King Alfonso knew that he would ally with the Grenadines before he sent us here. He has taken your men prisoner and for that I am sorry. He has separated us from Don Iago, Álvar, and the knights who would have supported us, and he has made our families vulnerable.” He smiled, “You have given your land to your foster mother and I have given half of my lands to my wife. Unless King Alfonso intends to make war on our families then they are safe from his machinations, but we are left with a dilemma. If we fight, then we fight Christians and we fight them for the Moors. If we do this then there is no going back. Once our feet are on this path, they have to stay upon it until the end.” I said nothing for I was not sure that he was finished. He laughed, “Speak, Will, let me know if you are with me or not!” 
 
    “You know that I am with you without my words and I agree with all that you have said. Perhaps it would have been better, when King Sancho died, if we had questioned King Alfonso a little more closely but that is in the past and the door has slammed shut! It seems to me that your logic is impeccable and although you have not said so definitively, I believe that you wish to lead this Moorish army and if so then I am with you.” He beamed, “However, I need to offer my men a choice so if we do decide to fight then I will speak with them first.” 
 
    “That is only right and proper. If it is any consolation, I believe that no matter what we do the King will ostracise us and punish us. If that were not true, then why has he not sent back your men?” 
 
    While he returned to the Emir to give him our answer, I sought my men. I took them with me to the battlements. By now the sentries were used to giving me space and I was able to talk. I was honest with them and neither lied nor exaggerated and I explained their options to them. When I had finished, they were silent, and I did not ask them to speak. There was no rush and I wanted them to answer honestly. 
 
    It was Jorge who spoke first, “You are staying and fighting with El Campeador?” I nodded. “And you believe that Christos and Sebastian have been detained against their will by King Alfonso?” 
 
    “Aye, but I have no way to prove it.” 
 
    Jorge nodded and stretched his arms, “I know not about the others, but I am a warrior. I believe in you, William Redbeard, and El Campeador. King Alfonso, in my view, is a king killer. He had his brother murdered and I do not trust him. I am with you.” 
 
    The others all agreed except for Phillip. He and Paulo went back a long way. They had been orphaned together and I had saved them from a life as bandits. 
 
    “Lord, I would fight with you, but I need to know what happened to Paulo. If he is safe, then I will return to your side and if he is not then I will seek his killers.” 
 
    “An honest answer.” I turned to the four old soldiers who drove my wagons and acted as servants. “And you four, do you not wish to return to Briviesca?” 
 
    Pedro Three Fingers laughed, “What, lord? And miss the chance to see Don Rodrigo fight Count Garcia?” 
 
    And thus it was decided. Phillip went home and was able to deliver news about our motives to our families and the rest of us began to prepare for a war. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    This was what Rodrigo had missed for he was a warrior and leading armies was as natural to him as eating and breathing. The Emir gave him a mixed company of askari and horse archers as a personal guard to augment my men and we rode south to scout out the Grenadine army. It was one thing to know that there were Christian knights with them but how many were there and, more importantly who were they? Once we had told the Emir that we agreed to his proposal he gave us more information. The men who ran Zaragoza for him had reported the column of knights heading south through his land. From the dates he had been given this was even before my men had reached the King and confirmed that King Alonso had been less than honest with us. There were, reportedly, a hundred knights and no foot soldiers. I wondered at the wisdom of that but Rodrigo explained it to me, “Why bring archers when there are Moorish horse archers who are more mobile and as skilled as any Christian archer or crossbowman who fights on foot?” 
 
    I saw the sense in that. The first scouts the Emir had sent out had reported that the army was gathering at the stronghold of Granada itself which was almost a hundred miles from Córdoba. It took us three days to close to the camp outside the fortress. We had got to know our askari and horse archers as we had headed south and east. Some of them knew the taifa and Rodrigo and I went with three of those who had local knowledge to scout out their camp. We were not riding our war horses and we wore the same jubbah as the askari while our heads were covered in the same head cloths. If we were seen, we would not be identified as Christian warriors. We found a place which overlooked the camp, a huge site positioned and protected below the stronghold. The Christian knights were easy to identify as they had familiar tents and the sun reflected from their mail and helmets. The Moors tended to cover the metal to keep it cooler. We were also able to spy the standards and confirmed that it was the Armiger Regis. The good news was that there were none of the knights we had trained, nor did we see Álvar’s banner. It looked to be the Count’s own knights as well as some Normans. They were ever keen to take riches from others. We spied some Lombard and Catalonian standards too. The army was a well-balanced one and we saw African foot soldiers as well as the inevitable Berber horsemen and askari. 
 
    As we made our way back to Córdoba, we tried to identify places where we could bring this huge army to battle. With the resources of both Córdoba and Sevilla the Emir had the ability to fight this invading army but it would take skill to defeat the Christian knights. We found a place to halt them at Cabra. We were able to observe the small town and tiny castle without being seen and Rodrigo formulated his plane very quickly. There was a castle but the two rivers which protected it could become death traps especially when the battle plan was created by Rodrigo de Vivar. By the time we reached Córdoba, El Campeador had everything in his head and he sat with the Emir to explain what he needed and how he intended to defeat the Grenadines and their allies.  
 
    We had fought alongside Moors before when we had aided Zaragoza but the army with whom we now fought had a different feel. That was mainly because we only had one knight although we had men who could fight as knights. Rodrigo’s plan, which he had explained to me on the way north, was simple, but I knew that it would work for we had used it before. Count Garcia would come for El Campeador and use his overwhelming numbers of knights to defeat and kill him. Rodrigo had done too much to upset King Alfonso for him to live. When they came for him it would be with superior numbers to end his life.  
 
    Regardless of what Rodrigo had planned I knew what we would do and, as we headed down the road to the border town, I went through my plans with them. “Our job is to protect the life of El Campeador. I will protect his sword side and Jorge his shield.” I then detailed the others so that we would have two men watching me and Jorge. We would be, essentially, a mounted wedge. Abu and our four old soldiers would also be on hand using a wagon as a mobile fort. They had spears and bows within. They had one job, stop the enemy getting to us. We had an advantage now for even my old soldiers had mail. The Emir had given us everything that we needed and that included mail and weapons.  
 
    We camped on the high ground which overlooked the valley of the Chorrillo. It was not a wide river and even men could ford it easily, but the banks were steep, and Rodrigo counted on the enemy using the river and the castle as bastions to which they could retreat. He had seen how effective the Moorish horse archers were and he intended to use them to goad the Christian knights to venture closer to us. He reasoned that if we defeated them then the Grenadines would lose heart for the Emir of Córdoba had more men at his disposal than did Granada. We knew from our scouts that the Emir of Granada was with his army and if we succeeded in destroying the knights then he would be our second target. 
 
    I allowed Rodrigo the time to speak to his leaders. I knew that it was his way and he had always gone over his plans in detail with his knights. This was different for he was leading men he barely knew and had not trained. This would be a true test of his leadership and ability as a general! When the last one had left, I took a jug of wine I had procured. It was a Muslim country but if you knew where to look then you could find alcohol. Now that the Emir needed us, I was less worried about the consequences. 
 
    “Come Rodrigo, let us share a jug and you can tell me your misgivings.” 
 
    He gave me a surprised look, “How do you know?” 
 
    “Because you seek perfection and this time there are too many unknowns.” 
 
    He nodded and drank deeply from the goblet I proffered, “Aye and not least of them is what will the Count do. He backed down from a fight with you and if he does not take the bait tomorrow and remains on the field then I have no means of shifting him.” 
 
    “It is not like it was in Castile. Here he is working under the King’s orders. King Alfonso wants Córdoba and if he gets it then he has a line of states he controls from north to south. Toledo is his. He is buying off Granada but, if he succeeds here, then he will swallow that one up too.” 
 
    “You have grown, Will.” 
 
    “Those months guarding the Emir were a schoolroom for me and I learned. Besides I trained King Alfonso as well as his brothers. I liked none of them. Garcia was the least offensive and the least effective. Both Alfonso and Sancho were snakes but at least Sancho was a brave one. Alfonso has the Armiger he deserves. He is a man like himself, a coward. Count Garcia will take the bait tomorrow, but it will be others in the front rank. He will have men trying to kill you so that if it happens then he will be close at hand to take the credit.” 
 
    “You are right, but have we switched roles?” 
 
    I laughed, “No, for this is not strategy it is reading human nature and when it comes to the family of Count Garcia Ordóñez de Nájera then I am an expert for they have been my nemesis since Pamplona.” I sipped my wine. This time I would have no restraints. If the Count came within the length of my new sword then Thor would claim a most important victim. Even if Rodrigo told me to hold then I would not!  
 
    That we had been seen arriving was clear when we watched the sunrise the next day. The whole of the Grenadine army was in battle formation. The had used solid blocks of men with pikes and spears to anchor their flanks and behind their mounted archers they had the serried, mailed ranks of knights flanked by askari. The disturbing news was that there were now more than twice the number of knights for us to fight! We had not seen their whole force and that was worrying for what else did we not know? If the news discomfited Rodrigo, then he did not show it and he merely headed along to his commanders to give further orders and to adjust his plans. My men and I did not move. We sat with our coifs around our shoulders and our helmets hanging from our cantles. Our spears were rammed, shaft first, into the soft soil. When the battle started then we would do what was necessary, regardless of the plans made by either side. We had one job and that was to protect the hope of Spain, El Cid. 
 
    He returned to us and placed his horse between mine and Jorge’s, “It seems you were right, Will, Count Garcia is in the third rank. He has placed those he feels are expendable before him. That he has brought more knights from other parts of Spain gives me comfort.” 
 
    I turned to look at him and shook my head, “More than twice the knights we expected gives you comfort?” 
 
    “Not the numbers but their origins for they are Norman, Navarrese, Franks and Lombards. They have patently never fought together and while they may have initial success, as soon as things go wrong it is likely that they will break. They have not been forged in war. They have been cobbled together and therein lies the difference. The armies I lead have fought together and you and your men are the strong shield which will guarantee success.” 
 
    He peered ahead and I knew what he was looking for. During the night some of the black-skinned African warriors had ghosted between our lines and seeded the ground with caltrops. These deadly spiked traps found hooves and flesh when trod upon. Rodrigo had discovered them when reading about the Romans and they were both easy to make and to lay. All of our horsemen knew their position. They covered a five hundred by two hundred pace square just five hundred paces from our centre. Rodrigo’s plan relied on forcing the knights into the narrow gap. He was looking to see the area that they covered.  
 
    He turned to Stephano who had the honour of the horn, “Three blasts, if you please, Stephano!” 
 
    As the blasts were sounded, we pulled up our coifs, donned our helmets and picked up our spears. I had walked the ground before us, and we had chosen the flattest and firmest part of the field. Men had made water on the ground to the side. Horses which charged up the sapping slope and managed to avoid the caltrops would have to slow so that if they hit us at all then it would be at walking pace. Behind us was the wagon with our five men who would be able to select the knights they wished to hurt. Abu could use a sling or a spear. Even Pedro Three Fingers could use a bow! 
 
    As the last note echoed across the valley two huge bands of horse archers galloped from our flanks and headed for the two blocks of foot soldiers. It looked to be Emir Abdullah who commanded the Grenadines for I saw his banner and as the Berbers rode down the slope there was a hurried conference. That was a subtle difference. El Campeador was the supreme commander and knew his business; the enemy leaders were not even close in terms of ability and they needed time to react. Rodrigo did not give them that time. The infantry had spears and small round shields. None wore mail and only a few had helmets. They were there to give the illusion of strength, but they were a weakness. The horse archers were able to approach to within a hundred paces at which range they could not miss and they poured arrow after arrow into the two masses of men. It was a slaughter and when the Africans began to break and to stream across the small river then the Grenadine leader had to react and they sent their own horse archers to attack ours. 
 
    The two commanders of our Berbers knew their orders and they turned and galloped back up the slope. On our flanks were two blocks of askari and they guarded the archers on foot who sheltered behind huge pavise. As our Berbers rode around the askari our foot archers released their own volleys. The Grenadine archers had to split their own arrows between the mailed askari and the pavise protected archers. It was a duel they lost and the two askari leaders were ready when Rodrigo had Stephano send them the signal to launch themselves at the Grenadine horse archers. The archers broke and fled. Many made the safety of their own lines, but more than half were killed and as the recall was sounded and our askari returned to their positions we had won the first part of the battle. The Grenadine foot and horse archers were demoralised while our own horse archers had had a great victory and they formed up in two blocks before our flank askari. Rodrigo was not going to fight the way that our enemies expected. 
 
    If Emir Abdullah had broken off and ended his attack at that moment, when it became obvious that he had been outwitted, he might have saved his men and the future of El Campeador would have been very different but he did not. Perhaps he was a gambler for he was no general. He had been outmanoeuvred already and the only men in his army who were not demoralised were the ones who had yet to fight: his askari and the Christian knights. He must have thought that our attacks had been pinpricks and had not hurt him. He committed his best men to an attack. With a swarm of the remaining horse archers guarding their flanks and with the booming sound of their drums, the huge line of mailed horsemen made their way up the hill. 
 
    El Campeador was not one for emotion on the battlefield but even Rodrigo could not help himself, “We have him, Will! We have him! He is heading for the spider’s web and there is no escape. Sound the horn Stephano, send in the Berbers!” 
 
    One of the things which had taken the most time when we had prepared for this battle was the use of horns to signal the men who now followed Rodrigo. The men El Campeador led were used to drums but Rodrigo needed the variation a horn could give and, more importantly, he wished to confuse the enemy who would not know what our signals meant. Rodrigo was using his Berbers as beaters in a hunt. His time as a lord of the manor in Vivar had not been wasted. When he had hunted, he had perfected techniques of driving animals where he wished them to go. Our Berbers drove the enemy horse archers back towards their centre. Our superior numbers meant that we won the duel and when the Grenadine survivors fled the askari and knights bunched together as the two Berber bands hovered menacingly along their flanks. 
 
    That we looked weak was clear. El Campeador was in the centre with a handful of Christian warriors around him and on either side were less than four hundred askari. What the enemy could not see for there was dead ground behind us, were the two thousand askari and other mounted men who waited for the order to pour over the top of the ridge and descend like avenging angels.  
 
    I turned to the men in the wagon, “Target the knights!” 
 
    I heard one of them mumble, “You will be teaching us how to suck eggs soon!” 
 
    Rodrigo laughed, “You deserved that, Will. Do not be nervous for your men all know their job and I am happy that it is you and they who defend me and now let us see what they make of the caltrops!” 
 
    Even though he had been talking to me he had been watching the progress of the advancing line. The effect, as the knights and askari hit the metal spikes, was astounding. The riders had not seen them and the first horses which found them were all hurt. Some bucked their riders, some reared while some veered to the side. Riders fell to be crushed by hooves or to have necks broken by their falls. Some of those on the flanks, seeing the danger tried to move to the side and there they were plucked from their saddles by the Berber horse archers. The metal line contracted as they endured the seeded slope. They bunched up and horses and knights collided into the backs of those before them. I had special interest in Count Garcia and saw that he was now in the second rank of knights. Those in the rear of the men who charged us had the best chance of survival for the ones who went before them harvested the metal traps!  
 
    The scene before me was one of chaos. The knights and askari had been badly disrupted before they even met our line. There were lamed horses wandering the body littered field. All cohesion and order had disappeared, and it was not a solid block of horsemen who approached us but blocks of men who had survived the caltrops and were now plotting a path to get at El Campeador. 
 
    “Stephano, prepare the horn!” This was the crucial moment for Rodrigo had to time it to perfection and he did. As the caltrops were cleared and the hooves of the horsemen found solid and safe ground just three hundred paces from us, so the horn was sounded and the askari next to and behind us were launched. They flooded over the ridge like a sea of steel and steeds. For the first time since I had fought with El Campeador we did not move and, as there were no askari before us, the Christian knights led by the Count were able to close with us. It was all part of the plan for the askari we had sent were able to envelop and surround the flanks of the enemy.  
 
    Jorge, Rodrigo and myself pulled our arms back as Abu and our wagon men hurled javelins and sent arrows at the knights who advanced. Count Garcia was still in the second rank but our spears and the javelins of our men quickly put him in the front rank. I smashed my spear into the chest of a Norman knight whose kite shield was not held tightly enough to his body. I used all of my strength and the head drove into the mail links, shattering them and the sharpened head ripped through the gambeson. As blood spurted the knight clutched at the spear and his horse wheeled to avoid Hercules’ snapping jaws. 
 
    Rodrigo had driven his spear into the ventail of a Castilian knight. The thin metal veil was not enough to stop or even slow the blow and he fell to his death. Rodrigo and I drew our own swords and I found myself facing Gonzalo Ordóñez. It had been a long time since Pamplona, but I had never forgotten. His eyes widened as he saw who it was that he faced. I know that Rodrigo was keen to take prisoners, but I was set upon vengeance and I stood in my stirrups to bring down my sword at the head of my hated enemy. He was hampered by the fact that he still had a lance in his hands, and he had tried to strike Rodrigo with it. He changed his stroke and brought up his lance and shield to block the blow. He succeeded and that saved his life for the lance shattered and his horse was forced back a little. My job was to protect the side of El Campeador and so I did not advance as every instinct in my body demanded. I saw that Rodrigo had unhorsed another Castilian and was fighting the Armiger Regis of King Alfonso. 
 
    Gonzalo Ordóñez made the mistake of taking my reluctance to advance as weakness or, perhaps, even cowardice and, drawing his sword, he urged his horse towards me. I pulled back on my reins and made Hercules rear. Don Gonzalo was committed to the attack and the rearing hooves caused two things to happen, firstly Count Garcia fell unceremoniously from his saddle and his kinsman, Gonzalo, turned his horse to present his shield side to me. I put every ounce of strength and hatred into my blow as I smashed Thor into his shield. His arm dropped when the shield cracked and his arm broke. I used a backhand slash to sweep my blade across his ventail and into his neck. I think I broke his neck with the blow for he fell lifeless to the ground.  
 
    Grabbing Jorge’s spear Rodrigo placed the tip at Count Garcia’s throat, “Surrender or die like your kinsman!” 
 
    “I yield!” 
 
    With their leader a prisoner the other Castilian knights dropped their swords. The Normans, Aragonese and Lombards turned and fled. With a wave of askari charging after them down the hill the Grenadines broke and raced back south. The battle was over.  
 
    I dismounted and lifted the Armiger Regis to his feet. I held him close to me with two hands and I said, quietly, “You had better hope that El Campeador and the Emir are in a good mood for I would like nothing better than to end your miserable life.” 
 
    “I yielded!” 
 
    “And I am not a knight! The rules which bind my master do not restrain me. When he questions you then answer honestly, or you will die!” 
 
    Men were cheering wildly and none other heard my words. Count Garcia was a coward and he was petrified of me. He had seen me at Salamanca, and one did not provoke a madman.  
 
    I had lost none although Jorge now had a new scar across his cheek. The Muslim doctor who tended him knew his business and the stitches were both small and neat. Jorge did not mind and the treasure and horses we took from the dead Castilian knights made it all worthwhile. We put the most notable of our prisoners in the wagon where my old warriors could watch them. Leaving a garrison in Cabra our triumphant army headed north to Córdoba. Riders took the news so that we were greeted by cheers and flowers as we headed home. That was the first time that Rodrigo was accorded his new name, El Cid, and title by masses of people. It echoed around the bowl that was Cabra. It became the name by which he was known and it is ironical that it was the Moors and not the Christians who accorded him the title and honorific which meant Master and he was for I never saw him bested during the whole time I followed him, 
 
    We were just ten miles north of the battlefield when he waved me next to him, “What did you say to the Count?” 
 
    “Nothing!” 
 
    “Do not play me for the fool, Will, what did you say?” 
 
    I shrugged, “I merely encouraged him to tell you the truth.” 
 
    “You cannot threaten him for he yielded.” 
 
    “You play by those rules, but I do not. We were deceived and duped. King Alfonso, with this knight’s compliance, imprisoned two of my men and tried to have us killed. You may turn the other cheek, but I do not.” 
 
    We rode in silence for a while and then he said, quietly, “We have stepped across a chasm, old friend and there is no turning back. King Alfonso will not forgive this.” 
 
    “He is in the wrong!” 
 
    “He is a king and anointed by the Church. He can do no wrong.” 
 
    “And you do not believe that.” He was silent and in that silence, I thought about our actions. Our lands were in Castile. Admittedly Briviesca was close to Navarre but I had no friends there. Rodrigo had said that the King would not harm our families but that did not mean that we could live with them. We would be outcasts and outlaws. At best we would be exiled but it was more likely that we would be banished with a sentence of death passed upon us and there was nothing we could do. “Do we ransom them?” 
 
    “Perhaps, we will have to speak with the Emir.” 
 
    The rest of the journey was one of celebration as our victorious army returned home and every leader of the Emir’s men wished to speak with Rodrigo. I rode with my men and that meant I was close to the Castilian knights. I could not speak openly. No matter what Rodrigo decided to do I would follow him. Our lives were too closely entwined for me to do anything else. However, even if we were banished, then I would go in secret to Briviesca. I owed it to Maria and my people to do so. Even though I could not talk openly, my heart was warmed by the camaraderie amongst my men. The older warriors all looked ten years younger. They had wounds which many men thought meant that they were useless, but we had given them a new life and hope. It was a lesson for all of us. 
 
    When we reached Córdoba, the whole city turned out to greet us and Rodrigo’s new name rang out in wave after wave. I knew he had not sought such notoriety and had just done what he always did, fought for that which was right. Our prisoners were taken away to be held, in comfort, it must be admitted, and we were dressed in silken robes and were the two guests of honour at the Emir’s feast. 
 
    Rodrigo sat between the Emir and me. Blackbeard sat on the opposite side of the Emir. 
 
    For once the urbane and silkily smooth Emir seemed to be almost lost for words, “My generals tell me that you made the victory seem easy and it was almost as though you had some magical power over our enemies which made them do that which you wished.” 
 
    Rodrigo modestly shook his head, “There was no magic. I just applied the right principles and trusted to the men I led. You have good warriors, Emir.” 
 
    “And yet, in my lifetime and that of my father who was himself a great warrior, they have never had such a victory. Will you stay and be my general? With the men who are available to you we would conquer the whole of this land.” 
 
    It was a tempting offer and I am not sure why Rodrigo did not accept. He was being given complete freedom to make war against whomsoever he wished and could have wreaked vengeance upon Alfonso. He smiled, “First we have to decide what to do with the prisoners.” 
 
    “They are yours to use as you will.” 
 
    Rodrigo nodded, “And soon I will return to my home in the north and face the wrath of my King. You still have a pariah to pay for it was the Grenadines who made war on you.” 
 
    “But they were aided by Castile!” The Emir seemed incredulous. 
 
    Rodrigo shook his head, “They fought not under the standard of Castile but their own banners. King Alfonso would argue that they did so independently despite the fact that his Armiger Regis led them.” 
 
    The Emir shook his head, “You are a clever man. So what do you suggest?” 
 
    “That the ransom for the knights we captured is the pariah that you owe King Alfonso. You keep your tribute and Alfonso has his men returned.” 
 
    The Emir laughed so loudly that all men turned to stare at him, “That, my friend, is pure genius and keeps the peace. Know this, El Cid, you are always our friend and even if every door in Spain is closed to you then there will be a sanctuary for you here.” 
 
    “And I may well need that sanctuary.” 
 
    The Emir insisted upon an escort for us when we left for Castile four days later. My men had taken advantage of the fine weaponsmiths to buy better weapons, mail and helmets. That included the four older warriors who had thought they no longer needed such things. The Emir also paid Rodrigo and myself for our time. That led to the rumour that we had sequestered part of the pariah and that was not true. If the Emir used the tribute to pay us that was one thing, but Rodrigo did not abuse the trust which King Alfonso had given to him. Our escorts did not part from us until we were close to the walls of León. It was Don Iago of Astorga who rode out to meet us. His face was serious as he viewed the men we led, “El Campeador, are you here to make war on Castile and León?” 
 
    Rodrigo smiled, “No, my friend, we have returned from the mission King Alfonso gave to us and the men of Córdoba just wanted to see that we reached here safely,” he lowered his voice, “and that our lives would not be in danger.” 
 
    Don Iago smiled, “You have my word that your lives are not in danger.” 
 
    With that we parted from our escort and then we rode into the city walls. There we had a less fulsome welcome than in Córdoba. There were scowls and hisses rather than cheers as we rode through the streets and I sensed my men becoming angry. I turned and said, “We follow Rodrigo de Vivar and we do not react to baying mobs.” 
 
    “Aye, lord!” 
 
    As soon as the prisoners were released, I sent Pedro and the other old warriors with the wagon, treasure and horses back to Briviesca. I retained Abu and Jorge and the rest went as escorts for the wagon and the gold. I knew not what would happen to us but in light of the disappearance of Christos and Sebastian I would take no chances. Count Garcia said nothing to me. Rodrigo had questioned him at length and discovered that he had been sent by King Alfonso. While Rodrigo was surprised that the Count was so open, I knew the real reason was that he feared for his life. 
 
    We went to the King’s Hall where we were made to wait half a day for an audience. Don Iago and many of the other knights who had been trained by us kept us company and we learned of the King’s anger. We were also able to give our side of the story and from Don Iago’s reaction, it was a surprise to all of them. 
 
    “And what of Christos and Sebastian, Don Iago?” 
 
    “I know not but I will find out for they are good men and should not be abused because of a King’s whim.” 
 
    There were enough of Rodrigo’s loyal men for us to be safe and he left us. Eventually the King admitted us. None of the captured lords were there but all of the senior bishops and lords were present. This would be a trial rather than a simple meeting. We were both stood before the King and armed guards watched the doors. The knights whom we had trained were all present and I took comfort from that for the King would not be able to do anything which was illegal. 
 
    “Don Rodrigo of Vivar, you have displeased us and behaved in a manner which is dishonourable.” I heard mumblings from behind us which the King dismissed with an imperious wave of his hand. “You have conspired with my enemies and slain Christian knights! What do you have to say for yourself?” 
 
    It was good that it was Rodrigo and not myself who spoke for I was on the edge of an eruption. When Rodrigo spoke, it was calmly and quietly and had a powerful effect on all but the most hardened of King Alfonso’s fawning courtiers. “Your Majesty, I was charged with fetching the pariah from the taifa of Córdoba. The Emir asked for a different arrangement and we sent messengers back to appraise Your Majesty of the changes. Those men did not return.” 
 
    “No such men reached me, and you were not sent to negotiate with those who owe us tribute, you were there to collect it!” Rodrigo said nothing. “Had that been your only crime then we might have allowed you to merely do penance for your incompetence.” This time there was outrage at the King’s words and he shouted, “Silence or I shall hear this in private! I am King!” It sounded petulant but it had the desired effect and silence descended. It was so quiet that I heard the door to the hall open and close but not a single person turned. All eyes were on the King and El Campeador. It was like a bout in the gyrus! “You led the army of Córdoba and waged war against Christians.” 
 
    Every eye swivelled to Rodrigo to see how he would answer the charge. He did so adroitly. “Your Majesty, the Emir of Córdoba asked me to help him repel an invasion from Granada. We had not heard from you and the taifa was still, as far as I was aware, under the protection of Castile and León.” 
 
    The King said, through gritted teeth, “León and Castile, the Kingdom is León and Castile!” 
 
    “I apologise, King Alfonso. I led the armies of the Emir and when we saw the Christian knights, we did not attack them. I gave the order for the men from Africa and the Grenadine horse archers to be attacked. The Christian knights, who had no banner save their own, attacked us and we defended ourselves.” 
 
    The murmuring was lower now as men realised the truth. “You expect us to believe that you did not attack the Christians first?” 
 
    “If you would fetch out Count Garcia and if the bishops will provide a Bible then we can get to the truth of the matter. I am surprised that your Armiger Regis is not here, or has he already given you a good reason why he allied with an enemy of one of your allies?” 
 
    The King was silent, and I saw him colour. No explanation had been given, yet, for the absence of Count Garcia. “It is immaterial, and I will now pass judgement.” It was then that I heard a door open but not a head turned for we were all fixed upon the scene before us. 
 
    The Bishop of Burgos was no longer the most senior cleric, but he wielded a great deal of power and influence. In addition to which he was a friend of not only the dead King Sancho but Rodrigo too.” 
 
    “Your Majesty, it seems to me that not all of the evidence has been heard. Summon the Armiger as El Campeador suggests.” 
 
    “I rule here and not a disgraced Armiger Regis nor the Bishop of Burgos!” Besides, Count Garcia has endured enough at this traitor’s hand and I do not trust the peasant he has with him!  
 
    So the Count had told the King of my threat, I merely smiled. 
 
    “We cannot believe a word he says and my judgement…” 
 
    “Your Majesty!” We all turned and I saw Don Iago of Astorga and with him he had Christos and Sebastian. “I found these men in your cells. They are the two messengers sent by El Campeador. I have spoken with them and taken this deposition.” He flourished a parchment. “It confirms what Don Rodrigo said.” 
 
    The silence which filled the room was like a sword hanging over us all. Civil war would be a few words away for many in the room had more than a little sympathy for Rodrigo. King Alfonso was glaring daggers at both Don Iago and Don Rodrigo. His words told us that he had turned away from the prospect of civil war. “I knew nothing of this, and someone will pay for this. However, Don Rodrigo, we cannot allow you to live in my Kingdom. You are exiled from the Christian lands I rule, León, Castile, Galicia, Aragon and Navarre!” I saw the hint of a smile for the only places left to Rodrigo and, by association me, were the taifa states or Catalonia. 
 
    He had averted civil war but not by much. Rodrigo and I were islands of calm as voices were raised all around us. I did not take my eyes from King Alfonso and I think I saw fear there for while Rodrigo was honourable, I was a hired sword and my words to Count Garcia must have frightened him. I made him look away and then, satisfied, turned to greet my two men. 
 
    “Were you treated badly?” 
 
    “We have endured worse on campaign, lord, but we felt we had let you down.” 
 
    I raised my voice so that all around could hear my words, “The only man around here who has let anyone down is the King and he will answer to God!” 
 
    Rodrigo grabbed my arm and propelled me from the chamber, “Quiet, Will!” 
 
    “Or? What can he do to us, Don Rodrigo? The man lies. He sent us to Córdoba and then tried to initiate a war and blacken our name. He knew that my two men were prisoners. We are well out of it!”  
 
    We had reached the courtyard where Don Iago was waiting, and Jorge had our horses already saddled. He greeted Christos and Sebastian while we took our leave of Don Iago. He grasped Rodrigo’s arm, Farewell, El Campeador. Where will you go?” 
 
    Rodrigo had regained his composure and he would not compromise his friend by making him party to our plans. Despite giving us his help Don Iago had sworn an oath to King Alfonso and could not go against him. “I know not. First, I will see Jimena and tell her what has happened. She may accompany me but I would not wish that on anyone for Will and I will be a target for all those who have hated us over the years.” 
 
    Don Iago turned to me and, grinning, clasped my arm, “And it is good to know that in an uncertain world some things never change. I am pleased that you are still the madman, the hero of Salamanca. You say that which others only think!” 
 
    As we mounted Babieca and Hercules El Campeador said, “It is a pity that he does for I fear he will have a shorter life because of it!” 
 
    We turned our horses and left León without a backward glance. It was many years until we returned. When we reached the parting of the ways Rodrigo said, “I will say farewell to my wife for I will not bring her and my children and I will meet you at Briviesca.” 
 
    “Then we head for Catalonia and not the taifa?” 
 
    “I know that Ramon Berenguer bears me no love but his is the only Christian country left to me. I will try him and if he will allow me to serve him then Jimena and my family can come.” 
 
    “But you think that will not happen.” 
 
    “No, we will try it and then offer our swords to the Moors!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
    Maria was forewarned of my arrival and was tearful when I entered my hall. None knew of the King’s punishment and so, with all of my men and family gathered I told them. Maria fell to her knees and wept. Anna and Isabella had also been with me for years and their faces showed their shock. 
 
    “The men I take know who they are.” 
 
    Geoffrey said, “We will all follow you, lord!” 
 
    “And if I knew where I was going that might be something I would consider, but all of you need to stay here and protect my foster mother and my land. This is exile and not banishment. As such it can be rescinded. When I am able, I will send word to you. This is not something I chose. Rather it was chosen for me when I was asked to train Rodrigo de Vivar. None of you wish me to abandon him, do you?” I looked at them all but held the gaze of Maria and she shook her head and rose. 
 
    She came over to me and hugged me, “It is my fault and your foster father’s for we brought you up this way. You are noble and you are loyal. It is a shame the King is not more like you. We will keep a home for you and pray for you each night. This night we will feast as though it is Christmas for who knows when we shall meet again!” 
 
    I learned, from the men I had left behind, that Álvar had been sent on a diplomatic mission to Anjou and that he had known nothing about our fate. I was pleased for I had worried that our old comrade had been part of the conspiracy. I saw now that it was not true. If he had been present then he would have intervened. King Alfonso was cunning! 
 
    It was noon the next day when Rodrigo arrived. He had with him Rafa and Carl and they led spare horses and El Campeador’s war gear. He had a tearful farewell with Maria and then we headed up the road, first to Pamplona and then to the coast and Catalonia. 
 
    When we reached the col and looked down on my home he said, “And now the real adventure begins. Know this, William Redbeard, there is no other man I would rather do this with. Let us step out on this precipice together.” 
 
    “Aye, for you truly are El Campeador!” 
 
    Our horses began the descent to Navarre and we lost sight of Castile. We were exiles and wanderers but we were also a band of warriors and I feared any man who came up against us! 
 
   
  
 

 The End 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Glossary 
 
    Armiger- champion 
 
    Barracho – steep-sided gully 
 
    Buskins- boots 
 
    Campi doctor -battlefield trainer 
 
    Chevauchée a raid by mounted men, normally knights 
 
    Jubbah- quilted garment worn over or beneath mail 
 
    Magerit –Madrid 
 
    Mozarab-one who fights for the Taifa states but is not necessarily a Muslim 
 
    Pariah- tribute  
 
    Pel- a wooden stake embedded in the ground where men at arms would practice their strokes 
 
    Taifa –a faction or geographical area which followed a petty king or warlord in Iberia 
 
    Tijfaf- quilted armour for horses 
 
    Quintain- a target used by mounted men 
 
    Ventail- a piece of mail secured on a helmet and covering all but the eyes of a knight 
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    	 The Normans- David Nicolle 
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    	 The Knight in History- Francis Gies 
 
    	 Knights- Constance Brittain Bouchard 
 
    	 El Cid- The Making of a Legend, M.J. Trow 
 
    	 El Cid and the Reconquista 1050-1492 
 
    	 Armies of the Crusades- Wise and Embleton 
 
    	 The Moors- Nicolle and McBride 
 
    	 English Medieval Knight 1200-1400 Gravett and Turner 
 
    	 Age of Empires computer game 
 
   
 
    This story began to be written when I was about fourteen, more than fifty years ago and I watched Charlton Heston chew up the scenery in the great epic, El Cid. When I began to write the story, I did my research and found that the Charlton Heston El Cid was not the legend that I thought he was. I think that good as the film was the truth and reality showed an even greater Rodrigo Díaz de Vivar. 
 
    This is a story and while I have been at pains to write a historically accurate story, I have used the holes in history to make it fiction. Most of what we know about El Cid comes from a poem, written a long time after the great Spanish knight died, Carmen Campidoctoris. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Carmen_Campidoctoris. There is doubt about almost everything which happened to Rodrigo until he was already famous. Even the inscription on his sword which I used is in doubt as the one in Valencia says that it was made in 1040, and that was three years before he was even born. Briviesca was an ancient fortress but it was moved in the fourteenth century to its present position. Of the old settlement, there are few traces left and I have had to use my imagination. 
 
    I have made his father, Don Diego, ‘a bad ‘un’ as it suited my story but we know very little about him and his grandfather, the Lord Luis of my story, is better documented.  
 
    The only documented battles we have for this period are Atapuerca and Graus although King Ferdinand and Prince Sancho did manage to subjugate two taifa and make them vassals. The written records are a little vague and as most of the material we have comes from many years after Rodrigo’s death then it is hard to differentiate where the legend ends and reality kicks in. My philosophy is, if in doubt then make it up! 
 
    There are, however, more than a couple of incidents which baffle me as a historian. The murder of King Sancho is one. According to the limited history we have King Sancho and the deserter, Vellido entered the forest where King Sancho was stabbed with a spear. I have tried to make sense of this in my explanation. If it seems farfetched, then I agree with you. I cannot see why the King would go alone with a deserter into a wood. 
 
    The second incident was the Battle of Cabra. According to one legend, and the film ‘El Cid’, then the reason that El Cid is banished is because he demanded an oath from King Alfonso. That legend grew in the 14th century and was not recorded at the time. More than that King Alfonso did send Rodrigo on a diplomatic mission to the Emir of Córdoba to secure the pariah. That would not have happened if Rodrigo was in disgrace. The Count Garcia did lead Christian knights to support the Emir of Granada in an attempt to take Córdoba. He was captured by El Cid and returned to Castile. It was a year after the Battle of Cabra when we last see Rodrigo at court and then he is exiled. My story is my version of events, but it may not be the true one. Until someone builds the TARDIS or a good version of Doc Brown’s time machine, we shall never know.  
 
    The kings, princes and emirs all existed and behaved, pretty much as I describe. King Ramiro was not killed by a knight but a Moor who could pass as a Christian! I gave Iago that honour. The story of Prince Sancho and his fiancée was also true, and I had to read my research several times to work out that it was not, in fact, a brother and sister who married! 
 
    The term Taifa means a faction but the reality is that the Emirs who ran those states were largely warlords and the idea of Christian fighting Muslim is misleading. Christian and Moor would ally when it suited their purposes and they would act like sharks around a wounded shark when it suited too. 
 
    I have used William as the narrator for I wish the story to continue after El Cid’s death. (Sorry, spoiler alert!) I have, however, tried to use William to get into Rodrigo’s mind. At the moment there will be a final book to this series but that depends upon how William Redbeard develops. He is a real person to me and he has a mind of his own. Like Ted Hughes’ ‘Thought Fox’ my stories often write themselves. It is a scary world in which I live. 
 
    I also discovered a good website http://orbis.stanford.edu/. This allows a reader to plot any two places in the Roman world and if you input the mode of transport you wish to use and the time of year it will calculate how long it would take you to travel the route. I have used it for all of my books up to the eighteenth century as the transportation system was roughly the same. The Romans would have been quicker! 
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